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ABSTRACT 
In recent years, Naval Special Warfare has been plagued with a seemingly 
constant stream of highly publicized ethical violations involving mostly active-duty 
SEALs. The last decade has also seen an exponential increase in former SEALs who have 
engaged in self-aggrandizing behavior and the commodification of the “SEAL brand.” In 
particular, the highly publicized cases of ethical misconduct among active SEALs have 
raised questions about the efficacy of ethics, culture, and leadership in NSW. In response, 
many outside observers have provided answers to this purported “problem with SEALs.” 
This thesis claims that these hypotheses are false and that the problem has been 
misidentified and misattributed. Instead, I claim that SEALs do not have an ethics 
problem but suffer from a perception of an ethics problem. This perception finds its 
origin in (a) strategically purposed media narratives that spread far and wide due to 
constantly advancing information technology; (b) the politically hyper-polarized nature 
of American society and the mass media; and (c) five salient events involving NSW and 
the SEAL counterculture. In the final analysis, it is my primary claim that this perception 
fundamentally derives  from—and would not have been possible without—the self-
promoting actions of the SEAL minority counterculture.  The men who have been so 
keen to bastardize the sanctity of the SEAL Ethos, selfishly choosing fame, wealth, and 
influence in place of the warrior ethic—in place of virtue.
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This thesis claims that SEALs do not have an ethics problem, but instead suffer from 
a perception of an ethics problem. This work provides evidence that this perception originates 
from (a) strategically purposed media narratives that spread far and wide due to constantly 
advancing information technology; (b) the politically hyper-polarized nature of American 
society and the mass media; and (c) five salient events involving NSW and the SEAL 
counterculture. Importantly though, it is my primary claim that this perception fundamentally 
derives—and would not have been possible without—the self-promoting actions of the SEAL 
minority counterculture. 
Chapter I. The Problem  
BACKGROUND: In recent years, NSW has been plagued with a seemingly constant 
stream of highly publicized ethical violations that have involved mostly active-duty SEALs. 
The last decade has also witnessed an exponential increase in former SEALs who have 
engaged in self-aggrandizing behavior and the commodification of the “SEAL brand.” This 
work argues that these two trends are separate problems but they also share a connection. The 
purpose of this research is to examine the relationship between SEAL self-aggrandizement, 
ethical misconduct, and a host of external factors to answer the question, “What is the root 
cause of NSW’s alleged problem(s)?” 
METHODS: Chapters II and III provide a logical framework to partially explain why 
SEAL self-aggrandizement should be understood as a root cause, why self-promotion has 
grown, and why isolated ethical incidents do not equal a systemic ethics problem. Chapter IV-
V provides evidence of, problems caused by, and the evolution of SEAL self-promotion. 




KEY FINDINGS  
Chapter II. Relevant Literature: Self-Aggrandizement, Organizational Imperfection, 
and Ethics 
Organizational deficiencies (such as those cited in the Comprehensive Review) do not 
sufficiently account for isolated acts of ethical misconduct and so should not be labeled as 
root causes to the “SEAL problem(s).” SEAL self-promotion does sufficiently account for 
some degree of organizational disfunction and organizational issues perpetuate self-
aggrandizing behavior, which creates more organizational problems.  
Chapter III. Ethics and The SEAL Ethos  
The strength of the SEAL Ethos is that it is an unachievable ideal. But because no 
SEAL can live up to the Ethos, some of the mechanisms that disincentivize such behavior 
have been removed, making it near impossible for the institution to regulate and punish the 
counterculture.  
Isolated incidents of misconduct do not equal a systemic ethics problem because 
virtuous living is an unachievable and inherently human venture, not a pursuit only reserved 
for SEALs. But because self-aggrandizement is not objectively immoral and ethical 
misconduct is, the spotlight cast on the force by the counterculture has made ethical deviancy 
the obvious lens to view the problem through.  
Chapter IV. The Inside Story 
Since 2011, SEAL self-promotion and commodification has grown exponentially, 
which has created three distinct problems for the majority SEAL culture: (1) The 
counterculture has continually fed the public an inaccurate picture of what a SEAL is and 
should be. But because the SEALs doing it right remain bound to the SEAL Ethos, the 
counterculture has grown and carried on unchecked, which has ensured their monopolization 
of the SEAL narrative in the public. (2) The counterculture has turned an “out group” into an 
“in group” by creating a powerful network and transforming self-promotion into an activity 
no longer only reserved for SEAL outcasts. This combination has removed some mechanisms 
that disincentivize such behavior. (3) Because prospective self-promoting SEALs have a 
network of SEAL pariahs to turn to on the outside, this has to some degree destigmatized and 
xix 
incentivized self-aggrandizement in the community. This makes “unsure SEALs” prime 
candidates to be recruited into the SEAL counterculture. 
Chapter V. The Outside Story: Media, Society, the Military, and the Counterculture 
Supporting the claim that NSW does not have a systemic ethics problem, this chapter 
asserts three premises: (1) There has not been a significant increase in ethical misconduct 
among active-duty SEALs. (2) Self-aggrandizing behavior has placed a spotlight on all 
SEALs, creating a perception that SEALs have an ethics problem. (3) The creation of this 
perception would not have been possible without the self-promotional actions of the SEAL 
minority counterculture. 
SEAL self-aggrandizement has become what it is today because of five key events 
that followed the 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review Report’s (QDR) mandate for a 15% 
growth in SOF.1 (1) The runaway success of Lone Survivor (2007) demonstrated to media, 
society, politicians, and SEALs the marketability of the SEAL brand. (2) The Osama bin 
Laden raid (2011), and its subsequent political exploitation, gave all SEALs immediate social 
and political legitimacy. (3) NSW’s sanctioning of Act of Valor (2012) established a precedent 
for SEALs that cashing in on the SEAL brand was acceptable, resulting in the explosion of 
SEAL self-aggrandizement. (4) Escalating in 2011, former SEALs increasingly began 
entering the political arena to push partisan politics, mostly for the political right. (5) The 
controversy surrounding “the men who killed bin Laden,” created a gateway for politicians 
and media to target SEALs as a means to a political end.  
Chapter VI. Media’s Effect on Society and the Military  
The function of the “agenda-setting media”2 is to create, foster, and defend a 
perception or narrative that best suits the “economic, social, and political agenda of privileged 
 
1 Secretary of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington, DC: Department of 
Defense, 2006). 
2 “Agenda-setting media” is a term I have borrowed from Noam Chomsky. Source: Achbar and 
Wintonick, Manufacturing Consent Noam Chomsky and the Media. 
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groups.”3 It has also been asserted that the mass media influences U.S. foreign policy and 
diplomacy in “substantial, if not profound” ways.4 In response, this work argues that 
following the O’Neill-Bissonnette scandal, the media’s portrayal of SEALs palpably shifted. 
I argue that the media engaged in an unsurprising but predatory propaganda campaign against 
SEALs in response to SEAL self-promotion and the countercultures engagement in right-
wing partisanship.  
Chapter VII. The SEAL Narrative Changes and Ethical Misconduct “Rises” 
This work tabulated any alleged SEAL misconduct reported in the media as well as 
the number of media reports published from 2001 to 2021. The data shows that incidents 
reported on in the media are isolated events and further indicates that the mass media 
strategically overreported on a small and specific number of incidents that all occurred from 
2016–2019. The numbers compiled do not suggest a systemic ethics problem but do in fact 
support the claim that NSW’s lack of ethical health is primarily a perception—a perception 
that has been created and fostered by the American mass media. But why specifically, would 
the media target SEALs? 
Chapter VIII. Analysis  
Everything SEAL Sells: In overreporting on SEAL misconduct (i.e., sensational 
news), the media ensures their economic viability in the marketplace in an age where news 
media is struggling to stay afloat. 
Discredit the Right, to Discredit Trump, by Way of Navy SEALs: This work 
asserts that SEAL political activists threatened the causes of the liberal media sufficiently to 
warrant a response. This threat does not derive from the quantity of right-wing SEAL 
politicians or activists. Rather, the threat derives from the automatic credibility given all Navy 
SEALs—and therefore any SEAL who publicly advocates for the right. So, to target individual 
SEAL activists or politicians does not proportionately address the threat. But creating and 
 
3 Noam Chomsky, and Edward Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass 
Media (New York: Pantheon Books, 2002), 298. 
4 Mark Achbar and Peter Wintonick, Manufacturing Consent Noam Chomsky and the Media (Zeitgeist 
Video, 1992); Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 298. 
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fostering a narrative that suggests SEALs have a systemic ethical problem successfully and 
exponentially delegitimizes the credibility of the SEAL activists and the conservative causes 
and politicians they represent. This seems to explain why, of the seven incidents the media 
honed-in on from 2016–2019, all of them incriminate large groups of SEALs, high-ranking 
SEALs, politically charged incidents, or members of SEAL Team 6.  
Importantly, the left-wing media’s role in fostering this perception cannot reasonably 
be lain at the feet of the media landscape, but rather was the inevitable result of how the 
counterculture chose to position itself in that landscape. So, in the final analysis, all roads lead 
back to the SEAL counterculture—without whom this perception and the corresponding 
negative effects would not have been possible.  
Chapter IX. So, How Do We Get Back? 
Recommendations 
1. Develop and Distribute Clearly Defined Guidance to the Force: NSW should create 
an Ethics board and hold another Ethos Focus Group (EFG) to harness the credibility and 
competence of NSW’s best. The EFG would then decide where the line dividing acceptable 
self-promotion lies. Once this line has been determined, the Ethics board would compile, 
create, and distribute detailed guidance to all of NSW. This recommendation would enable 
NSW to disincentivize and punish future self-promoters; adding a clearly defined and 
practical accountability mechanism to a force whose control of the counterculture ends when 
those SEALs leave active duty. 
2. Wage a Counterinsurgency against the SEAL counterculture: NSW must take back 
control of the SEAL narrative at the institutional level. To do this, NSW should harness the 
results from the EFG (seen in recommendation one), to create a list of all self-promoting 
SEALs whose actions NSW deems as detrimental to the force or as violations of SEAL sacred 
values. Then, and most importantly, NSW should post this list on a very visible platform, 
preferably on https://www.nsw.navy.mil/. If the institution discredits these pariahs publicly, 
we will not have to fight to get the narrative back. And if future counterculture recruits know 
that their actions will result in NSW awarding them the public status of persona non grata—
then they will think twice before engaging in such behavior.  
xxii 
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If I have seen further than others, it is by standing on the shoulders of
giants.1
The origins of the United States Navy SEAL Teams can be traced back to the World
War II frogmen of the Scouts and Raiders, the maritime units of the Office of Strategic 
Services, and the Underwater Demolition Teams. These first units were assigned the 
dangerous task of conducting beach reconnaissance, clearing underwater obstacles, and 
going over the beach (OTB) into enemy territory, all to enable large-scale amphibious 
landings. The price paid by these early frogmen was in blood, but those sacrifices went 
largely unnoticed. 
Following World War II, the need for a highly capable unconventional force 
continued to grow, and due in large part to the reputation and effectiveness of these early 
frogmen, the modern SEAL Teams were born in January 1962.2 Since then, frogmen from 
each era have deployed to every corner of the globe to conduct missions deemed 
exceptionally valuable to U.S. interests. These actions have not been without tremendous 
costs. In Vietnam and the Global War on Terror alone, 103 SEALs were killed in action 
(KIA).3 In that same span of time, seven SEALs have been awarded the nation’s highest 
award for military valor, the Medal of Honor.4 Despite these staggering numbers, the 
sacrifices and successes of early frogmen and modern SEALs have gone largely 
1 Isaac Newton, “Isaac Newton Quotes,” Brainy Quote, 1675, https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/
isaac_newton_135885. 
2 T. L. Bosiljevac, SEALs: UDT/SEAL Operations in Vietnam, 1st Ballantine Books ed. (New York: 
Ivy Books, 1991), 5. 
3 Navy SEAL Museum, “Vietnam- The Men with Green Faces,” National Navy UDT-SEAL Museum, 
2021, https://www.navysealmuseum.org/about-navy-seals/seal-history-the-naval-special-warfare-storyseal-
history-the-naval-special-warfare-story/men-green-faces; “Fallen Heroes,” Navy SEAL Foundation, 2021, 
https://www.navysealfoundation.org/programs/fallen-heroes/. 
4 “Special Operations Forces Medal of Honor Recipients,” USSOCOM, 2021, https://www.socom.mil/
hall-of-heroes/medal-of-honor. 
2 
unrecognized by those outside of the small SEAL community. But this lack of recognition 
has always been the standard. 
We’re more or less an unsung soldier in a lot of respects, because they can’t 
write up a lot of the things we do. But I said, within yourself you’ll know. 
You’ll have this personal pride that you was there, and you did the job. After 
the war they’ll probably write about it. But if you are in here for just getting 
the Bronze Star and your name on the front page, no you won’t—because 
they don’t put our name on the front page. But you’ll know within yourself. 
You’ll know what your buddies have done and you’ll know our record.5 
This quote from an anonymous Vietnam era SEAL demonstrates the long-valued 
virtue of silent professionalism. The foundational idea that sacrifice and service—to one’s 
country, family, and teammates—is done without desire or expectation for recognition of 
any kind. However, it seems this is no longer the case, and the name Navy SEAL is more 
and more often plastered on the front page of the news. Since 2001, the virtue of quiet 
professionalism among some SEALs has steadily degraded. However, in the last decade 
specifically, the integrity of the quiet professional has been abandoned by a small group of 
SEALs who have chosen fame, wealth, or influence in place of a virtue that is still 
considered sacred by the overwhelming majority of Navy SEALs. The men that make-up 
this SEAL minority counterculture6 have effectively transformed their military service into 
a highly marketable commodity by cashing in on the “SEAL brand.”7 Many of these men 
have also turned into politicians and partisan pundits in an age of extraordinary American 
hyper-political polarization. The partisan political actions of these self-aggrandizers 
specifically, have been exploited by many, effectively serving to draft all Navy SEALs into 
a media war being waged on both sides of the political aisle. These actions combined with 
the evolution of advanced information technology—and thus the ability to diffuse 
5 Nuclear Vault, Men With Green Faces (1969), 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
Pb4HpjHbdXY. 
6  Notably, and because the characteristics that personify the actions of these men are unique, for the 
duration of this work I borrow a term coined by Crowell, labeling these men as members of the “SEAL 
minority counterculture.” Quoted in: Crowell, V. 
7 Forrest S. Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild: Publicity, Fame, and the Loss of the Quiet 
Professional” (Master's thesis, Monterey, California: Naval Postgraduate School, 2015), 33. 
3 
information instantly across the world—and the adoption of SEALs as archetypal heroes 
by the media, politicians, and larger society has created a “lucrative market in which 
anything ‘SEAL’ sells.”8  
In addition, since 2014, SEALs have been increasingly incriminated in a series of 
highly publicized ethical violations ranging from trivial offenses to serious criminal 
malfeasance. These incidents have served as a severe point of friction for the SEAL Teams 
while simultaneously serving as good business for media corporations who thrive on 
sensational news. In 2019—immediately following an incident where an entire SEAL 
platoon was removed from Iraq—then Naval Special Warfare (NSW) Commander, Rear 
Admiral Collin Green, wrote in a letter to the force, “We have a problem.”9 Green’s letter 
was quickly made public and the news media capitalized on the story. In all this time many 
have come to the fore, offering answers as to why ethical incidents involving SEALs seem 
to be occurring in much larger numbers than ever before. At the same time though, self-
aggrandizement has been almost completely excluded from the equation—this is the gap 
that this research will fill. In fact, it is not obvious that ethical misconduct is actually 
occurring in larger quantities, but SEAL self-aggrandizement has only continued to 
exponentiate. This implicitly suggests a connection between the two and as a result, it 
seems that the wrong questions are being asked and that the answers offered merely scratch 
the surface. So then, this research examines the relationship between SEAL self-
aggrandizement, ethical misconduct, and a host of external factors to answer the question, 
“What is the root cause of NSW’s supposed problem(s)?”  
B. SYMPTOM I: SELF-AGGRANDIZEMENT AND THE 
COMMODIFICATION OF THE SEAL BRAND  
That’s the problem with false celebrity. The negative spirit of the crowd 
becomes your master. To be a celebrity, you have to be a crowd pleaser. If 
you’re pleasing the kind of crowd who likes a celebrity like you, then it’s 
 
8 Crowell, 29. 
9 Collin Green, “Letter from the Commander” (official memorandum, San Diego, Ca: Naval Special 
Warfare Command, July 2019). https://news.usni.org/2019/08/01/we-have-a-problem-letter-from-naval-
special-warfare-command-co-to-force. 
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not exactly like you’re appealing to the proper side of the crowd—and 
you’ve become its puppet in one way or another.10 
The first trend—and the one that has been largely ignored—can be seen in the rampant 
increase in self-aggrandizing behavior amongst many former SEALs. Since 2001, an 
estimated 153 books have been written by SEALs about SEALs, and likely more are being 
written as this sentence is being typed. However, this phenomenon is not one simply 
reduced to literature; since 2012, there has been a dramatic spike in prior SEALs who have 
turned their military service into a commodity—into a good for service. The span of 
commodification is wide and virtually impossible to quantify. Examples of this type of 
action can be seen in former SEALs hawking services on social media, serving as political 
subject matter experts on various media outlets, and in the ever-growing surplus of movies, 
TV shows and “Navy SEAL [you name it, it’s been done] products.” Because Navy SEALs 
have been elevated to the status of archetypal hero by society writ large, the term “former 
Navy SEAL” combined with the shameless plastering of the SEAL Trident on a website, 
book, or the lapel of a suit, has turned into an effective business strategy for many. A 
cursory Google search provides anyone the opportunity to purchase “Navy SEAL” 
chewing tobacco, whiskey, or even a SEAL multi-vitamin that claims that those who take 
it will be much more likely to make it through BUD/S. Due in large part to multiple highly 
publicized and lionized SEAL operations, American culture has embraced this influx of 
information about the SEALs, effectively removing the force from the dark waters where 
they were birthed and placing them on the world stage for all to see. There is a complex 
problem with these behaviors in most cases. Because, as Forrest Crowell argued in 2015, 
former SEALs are commodifying the “SEAL brand,” which has created a highly 
marketable SEAL counterculture whose participants exemplify “commercialization and 
self-promotion,”11 versus selflessness and quiet professionalism. Notably, and just as 
destructively, the political actions of many of these counterculture SEALs have, in the eyes 
 
10 Jordan Peterson, 2017 Maps of Meaning 03: Marionettes and Individuals (Part 2), 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Us979jCjHu8. 
11 Forrest Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild: Publicity, Fame, and the Loss of the Quiet 
Professional” (master’s thesis., Naval Postgraduate School, 2015), https://calhoun.nps.edu/handle/10945/
47927, v. 
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of many, turned “Navy SEALs” (who are supposed to be apolitical) into a group that has 
been regularly exploited to serve “the economic, social, and political agendas of privileged 
groups that dominate the domestic society and the state.”12  
Ultimately, the SEAL counterculture has traded in some of the sacred values of the 
SEAL Teams, thrown the SEAL Ethos and SEAL Code by the wayside, all in exchange 
for money, fame, and/or status. In the majority of cases, this departure from values once 
held dear—values that are still adhered to by most of the force—comes as a result of a 
conscious decision to misinterpret the SEAL Ethos, and to choose personal gain in place 
of the warrior ethic. It also seems that this abandonment of the quiet professional by some, 
has had severe implications for the second symptom, ethical misconduct.  
C. SYMPTOM II: ETHICAL MISCONDUCT 
In the last few years, ethical misconduct emerged as a new and disturbing 
theme for SOF, raising broader questions about SOF personnel attitudes and 
marring the reputation of SOF, especially the SEALs.13 
The second trend that has led many to believe that NSW has a problem lies in a 
handful of highly publicized acts of ethical misconduct by active-duty SEALs; recent 
examples include allegations of war crimes, sexual assault, and drug abuse.14 This series 
of events prompted a massive response at the highest levels of the American military and 
government, exemplified in Table 1. 
  
 
12 Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 306. 
13 Mark Cancian, U.S. Military Forces in FY 2021 (Center for Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS), 2021), https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/
210318_Cancian_Military_Forces.pdf?6iYr0beO.Ps9rQJQCQjTPPPKndGuLGxg, 105. 
14 David Barno and Nora Bensahel, “How to Fix U.S. Special Operations Forces,” War on the Rocks, 
February 25, 2020, https://warontherocks.com/2020/02/how-to-fix-u-s-special-operations-forces/. 
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Table 1. Timeline of Ethics Based Findings and Directives.  
Year  Individual/Organization Initiatives or Findings Addressing Ethics  
2018 Congressional Research Service (CRS)  
Report indicates that “that the U.S. Congress has a growing 
concern over misconduct, ethics, and professionalism within 
USSOCOM.”15 
2018 National Defense Authorization Act 
“The National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for 2018 
directed DOD and USSOCOM to conduct an assessment of SOF 
culture and accountability.”16 
2018 USSOCOM CDR and ASD/SOLIC Issue ethics guidance to the SOF community.
17  
2019 
ASD/SOLIC speech to 
the Senate Arms Services 
Committee 
“Despite this clear progress, General Thomas and I are concerned 
about serious ethical failings by some members of our SOF 
community. These incidents have our full attention, they are totally 
unacceptable, and do not represent the true nature of the SOF 
professional.”18 





“The Review Team did not assess that USSOCOM has a systemic 
ethics problem.”20  
 
What is important to note here is that these actions originated following a relatively 
small number of hyper-publicized and, in some cases, hyper-politicized incidents. 
However, it is not obvious whether these governmental initiatives were prompted because 
of a quantifiable rise in ethical incidents or simply because these incidents were spotlighted 
on the world stage. Again, while ethical misconduct is unacceptable in any organization, 
the over-publicization of a small number of incidents, all of which involved a small number 
of SEALs per capita, is not necessarily indicative of an ethics, culture, or other problem. 
 
15 Eamonn J. McCarey, “Practical Tools for Your Moral Toolkit: A Leadership Guide to Group 
Ethical Behavior” (master’s thesis, Monterey, CA; Naval Postgraduate School, 2019), xi, 
https://calhoun.nps.edu/handle/10945/64022. 
16 USSOCOM, Comprehensive Review (Tampa, FL: USSOCOM, 2020), 14. 
17 Raymond Thomas and Owen West, United States Special Operations Forces Guidance on Ethics 
(Tampa, FL: USSOCOM, 2018), https://www.socom.mil/guidance-on-ethics. 
18 Edwin Mora, “Top Pentagon Official: ‘Moral Failings’ Among U.S. Special Forces Impacting 
Readiness,” Breitbart, February 14, 2019, https://www.breitbart.com/national-security/2019/02/14/top-
pentagon-official-moral-failings-among-u-s-special-forces-impacting-readiness/. 
19 USSOCOM, Comprehensive Review, 2. 
20 USSOCOM, 4. 
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Simply put, a handful of bad apples does not necessarily equal 2,998 bad Navy SEALs.21 
To buttress this claim, in 2018, the Undersecretary of the Navy articulated that these events 
represented isolated incidents and that there does not appear to be a culture problem in 
NSW.22 Then in 2019, the Senior Enlisted leader of United States Special Operations 
Command (USSOCOM) stated that, “99.8% [of the NSW operators] are at the top of the 
line.”23 And finally, in that same year, USSOCOM’s Comprehensive Ethics Review Team 
“did not assess that USSOCOM has a systemic ethics problem.”24  
So, on one side we see allegations that NSW has some sort of systemic problem 
with associated demands for reform. And then on the other side, we have statements from 
high-level officials—who have direct access to the ethical incident data and who are not 
SEALs—saying that there is no systemic problem and that these are merely isolated 
incidents. Despite this paradox, many have attempted to provided answers aimed at 
essentially answering the research question posed here. Common hypotheses argue that 
NSW is systemically unethical, has ineffective leadership, a misalignment in standards and 
values, not enough civilian oversight, a misaligned culture, and a degradation in good order 
and discipline, to name a few.25 What these hypotheses explicitly assume is that there is a 
problem, but there is no common consensus as to its root cause. 
 
21 Rear Admiral H.W. Howard III, “Posture Statement of Rear Admiral H.W. Howard III, USN 
Commander, Naval Special Warfare Command” (Washington, DC: United States Senate Armed Services 
Committee, 2021), 1, https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/download/testimonyhoward. 
22 Gina Harkins, “Official Says Navy SEALs Testing Positive For Drugs And Other Infractions Are 
‘Isolated Incidents,’” Task & Purpose, October 8, 2018, https://taskandpurpose.com/news/navy-seals-
drugs-misconduct/. 
23 Jeff Schogol, “Booze. Coke. Hazing. Forced Redeployment. What’s Wrong with the Navy 
SEALs?,” Task & Purpose, July 25, 2019, https://taskandpurpose.com/analysis/navy-seals-discipline-
problem/. 
24 United States Special Operations Command Comprehensive Review (USSOCOM, 2020), 4. 
25 CBS This Morning, Admiral Sounds the Alarm about Elite Navy SEALs: “We Have a Problem,” 
2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xjrI0quIpeM; USSOCOM, Comprehensive Review, 30; David 
Barno and Nora Bensahel, “How to Fix U.S. Special Operations Forces,” 10; Mark E. Mitchell, Zachary 
Griffiths, and Cole Livieratos, “America’s Special Operators Will Be Adrift Without Better Civilian 
Oversight,” War on the Rocks, February 18, 2020, https://warontherocks.com/2020/02/americas-special-
operators-will-be-adrift-without-better-civilian-oversight/; Jason S. Deson, The Culture They Keep: The 
Role of Legal Professionals in Restoring Accountability and Legitimacy to SOF Culture (Tampa, FL: JSOU 
Press, 2020), 2; Rear Admiral Collin Green, “Letter from the Commander” (San Diego, Ca, Naval Special 
Warfare Command, 2019). 
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D. RESEARCH PURPOSE 
For every complex problem there is an answer that is clear, simple, and 
wrong.26  
While the hypotheses posed are likely true to varying degrees, there lack of 
commonality seems to suggest that these answers are merely organizational deficiencies or 
results of some deeper root cause. Furthermore, these hypotheses presume apriori that the 
fundamental problem with SEALs is ethical misconduct, in the majority of cases 
completely ignoring self-aggrandizing behavior as a possible contributing factor. This is 
likely because ethical misconduct is black and white, easy to condemn based on a cursory 
perusal of the laws of armed conflict, the just war tradition, or the Uniform Code of Military 
Justice. Self-aggrandizing behavior by former SEALs, on the other hand, is not black and 
white and is therefore much trickier to write off as right or wrong—especially when social 
influences tell SEALs that such behavior is in fact acceptable. So then, it is my contention 
that excluding self-aggrandizing behavior from the conversation is a severe flaw, because 
it is virtually impossible that the two phenomena are not causally intertwined. 
Again, the hypotheses offered in response to the ongoing accounts of ethical 
misconduct presume that SEALs have a problem. In turn, because these claims are most 
often responses to highly publicized ethical incidents, the originators of such hypotheses 
assume that the problem is ethical. What follows this assumption are arguments that claim 
the root cause of this ethics problem is poor leadership, a misaligned culture, or some other 
detailed combination of answers. I object to this classification, instead arguing that the root 
cause of this problem has been mistakenly misattributed by most. Rather, I argue that the 
root cause of the “SEAL problem” can be traced to the self-serving actions of the SEAL 
minority counterculture—without whom this misattribution would not have been possible. 
It is important to emphasize here that I am distinctly separating ethical misconduct and 
self-aggrandizement as independent problems, for two reasons. First, because the incidents 
of SEAL misconduct portrayed in the media are near universally understood as morally 
 
26 H.L. Mencken, “H. L. Mencken Quotes,” Brainy Quote, 2021, https://www.brainyquote.com/
quotes/h_l_mencken_129796. 
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wrong. Oppositely, SEAL self-aggrandizement is not understood as morally wrong and is 
in fact incentivized in the American mainstream. Second, instances of ethical misconduct 
represent isolated events, whereas SEAL self-promotion is no longer an isolated 
occurrence.27  
To give evidence to these claims, I first add self-aggrandizement back into a 
conversation from which it has been mostly absent by examining relevant bodies of 
knowledge. The purpose of the literature review is to better understand the complex 
relationship between SEAL self-aggrandizement and ethical misconduct—the latter being 
the main source of the perception that SEALs are unethical. Next, this research examines 
ethics and the SEAL Ethos to partially explain how and why self-aggrandizement has been 
allowed to prosper, with a secondary purpose being to again demonstrate that the SEAL 
problem is not ethical misconduct. Following this, my research gives evidence of the SEAL 
counterculture and provides three negative effects that their actions have had internally on 
the quiet professionals that compose NSW. From here, I will explain how self-
aggrandizement and other external socio-cultural factors combined to create the perception 
that SEALs have an ethical problem, followed by two brief sections devoted to 
counterarguments and recommendations for the future. In the final analysis, I claim that 
SEALs do not have an ethics problem, but instead suffer from a perception of an ethics 
problem. This perception originated from (a) strategically purposed media narratives that 
spread far and wide due to constantly advancing information technology; (b) the politically 
hyper-polarized nature of American society and the mass media; and (c) five salient events 
involving NSW and the SEAL counterculture. Importantly though, it is my primary claim 
that this perception fundamentally derives from the self-promoting actions of the SEAL 
minority counterculture, who have consciously chosen personal gain over quiet 
professionalism and virtue. 
  
 
27 It is important to emphasize here that while SEAL self-aggrandizement is no longer an isolated 
occurrence, those who engage in such behavior still represent a small minority of SEALs. The lack of 
isolation derives from the countercultures ability to control the SEAL narrative, not from the number of 
men who compose the group. This complicated dynamic will be discussed in depth in Chapter IV-B.  
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II. RELEVANT LITERATURE: SELF-AGGRANDIZEMENT, 
ORGANIZATIONAL IMPERFECTION, AND ETHICS  
The gaining of prominence by elite military units is not a new phenomenon and 
neither is the perniciousness associated with this trend. While earning his Ph.D. at Harvard 
in 1978, political scientist Eliot Cohen wrote Commandos and Politicians: Elite Military 
Units in Modern Democracies. In it Cohen argues that elite units are meant to remain in 
the darkness; because when an elite military unit rises in prominence (either because of 
attention from political leaders or because these units can solve political problems 
conventional units cannot) this drastically degrades civil-military relations.28 Therefore, 
politicians must be kept in check and elite units must always strive to be silent 
professionals.29 Similarly, in his 2015 master’s thesis, Forrest Crowell said, “we [NSW] 
will see increasingly negative consequences in the future if current trends [self-
aggrandizement] continue.”30 It seems that both Cohen and Crowell were exactly right, 
but their red star clusters have been near totally ignored by media, society, and politicians. 
Not only are SEALs no longer remaining in the dark, but many have placed themselves 
directly in the spotlight, thus making self-aggrandizing behavior within the SEAL 
community much more common and acceptable than it once was.  
So, the purpose of this literature review is to add self-aggrandizement back into the 
equation so we might better understand its relationship with ethical misconduct—which is 
the main source of the perception that SEALs are unethical. As such, the primary focus of 
this review is to examine relevant literature on these two trends, with the intention of 
understanding the negative effects of self-aggrandizement (purpose 1), and the importance 
of quiet professionalism in the SEAL community (purpose 2). The secondary aim of this 
review is to identify the perceived sources of this problem from the perspective of the 
 
28 Eliot A. Cohen, Commandos and Politicians: Elite Military Units in Modern Democracies, Harvard 
Studies in International Affairs; No. 40 (Cambridge, Mass: Center for International Affairs, Harvard 
University, 1978). 
29 Cohen. 
30 Forrest S. Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild: Publicity, Fame, and the Loss of the Quiet 
Professional” (Monterey, California: Naval Postgraduate School, 2015), 46. 
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highest (purpose 3), and lowest levels (purpose 4). Coverage of this literature is not 
exhaustive but informs my research by providing a foundation through which to better 
identify the possible sources of this illusive “SEAL problem(s),” while simultaneously 
providing an opportunity to identify critical gaps in previous arguments. This review is 
organized into the following themes: (1) self-aggrandizement and commodification, (2) an 
examination of organizational problems at the level of USSOCOM, and (3) an investigation 
of perceived problems at NSW’s tactical level. 
A. NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF SELF-AGGRANDIZEMENT: SEALS GONE 
WILD 
In his 2015 master’s thesis Navy SEALs Gone Wild: Publicity, Fame, and the Loss 
of the Quiet Professional,31 Forrest Crowell observes the continually growing phenomena 
of retired SEALs engaging in self-aggrandizing or commodifying behavior with the intent 
of “examining these trends, and the extent, causes, and consequences of leveraging the U.S. 
Navy SEALs for entertainment value, for profit, and for political use.”32 Crowell’s main 
conclusion stated that:  
When SOF practitioners, the government, and society writ large cultivate 
the prominence of SEALs for monetary or ideological gain they corrupt 
the SEAL culture by incentivizing narcissistic and profit-focused 
behavior. This, in turn, erodes military effectiveness, damages national 
security, and undermines healthy civil military relations.33 
This increase in access to all things SEAL has created an ever-growing demand in 
the marketplace. Crowell argues that this demand has created two groups within the SEAL 
community. Crowell argues that the first makes up the majority and encompasses all those 
SEALs who strive for quiet professionalism and do not engage in self-aggrandizing 
activity. Crowell describes the second group as the “SEAL minority counterculture.”34 
 
31 As an important aside, Crowell’s 2015 thesis was reprinted and is currently being sold on 
www.amazon.com by some unknown third party. This reprinting was not sanctioned or condoned by 
Crowell, but because of regulations governing the publication of work printed in the public domain, this 
has occurred nonetheless.  
32 Crowell, 3. 
33 Crowell, 3 (emphasis mine). 
34 Crowell, 12. 
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This group is growing, filling the demand of the marketplace, and is “eroding 
organizational effectiveness, damaging national security, and undermining healthy civil-
military relations.”35 Table 2 summarizes the negative and positive effects of self-
aggrandizement by SEALs. 
Table 2. Effects of Self-Aggrandizement by Elite Units.  




for recruiting to 
BUD/S 
Erodes “trust and credibility with other military units, interagency 
partners, and civilian leaders.”  
National 
Security37 None 
“If intentional leaks are not designed to deceive, then no 
functional military purpose is served by disclosing detailed 
operational information to the public, and especially not while 
special operations forces remain deployed around the world.”  
“Any information that undermines the operational security of 
SEALs and limits their ability to surprise the enemy increases 
their chances of failure and puts American lives at risk.”  
Civil-Military 
Relations38 None 
“Elite units achieve undue prominence when politicians support 
them for either romantic or political reasons.”  
In the short-term elite units make for exciting television or news 
but “in the long run, the expansion and publicity associated with 
prominence undermine both military efficiency and civil-military 
relations.” 
“A democratic government cannot easily control the publicity 
that surrounds elite units; a government can initiate such publicity 
but finds it hard to limit it.”  
Media coverage, public interest, and elite unit members who seek 
publicity perpetuate the cycle.  
 
Several important findings emerge from this work, organized here into four main 
points. First, Crowell states that the SEAL Ethos and the virtue of quiet professionalism 
instills humility, camaraderie, and serves a necessary military function because it 
“safeguards SEAL’s operational ambiguity.”39 Without this ambiguity, the chance that 
 
35 Crowell, 12. 
36 Crowell, 44. 
37 Crowell, 40. 
38 Cohen, Commandos and Politicians, 36, 65 & 96. 
39 Crowell, 5. 
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SEALs and other American military forces are exposed to risk unnecessarily rises at a 
technically unquantifiable rate. Second, he provides evidence of SEAL self-
aggrandizement, also discussing the key events that have enabled some to turn their SEAL 
affiliation into a for-profit business venture. Third, Crowell uses Pierre Bourdieu’s “theory 
about the ‘forms of capital’ in order to conceptualize the transformation from SEAL Ethos 
to market ethos,” describing the commodification cycle as one that is self-perpetuated by 
government leaks, political exploitation, media coverage, and increased public demand for 
all things SEALs.40 He argues that this self-perpetuating commodification cycle creates a 
lucrative market “where anything ‘SEAL’ sells,” which in turn has incentivized “those with 
institutional knowledge of the SEAL teams to profit from that knowledge.”41 In the final 
section, Crowell provides three recommendations for the future; here I discuss his 
“grassroots approach.” Crowell’s grassroots approach proposes that all SEALs “engage in 
a counterinsurgency to recover and preserve our mystique,” essentially calling for an 
information warfare campaign against self-promoting SEALs to build public awareness 
that undermines the SEAL minority counterculture.42 While it seems a derivative of this 
approach might have merit, its proposed form has inherent contradictions and flaws. 
However, I will return to this grassroots concept in Chapter IX.  
In summary, Crowell’s work gives us a focused lens through which to view the 
negative effects of SEAL self-aggrandizement (purpose 1). His work also provides 
significant evidence that SEAL self-aggrandizement is a self-perpetuating cycle that is 
detrimental to national security, organizational effectiveness, and civil-military 
relations—but these are not the only negative effects that have stemmed from self-
aggrandizement. Since the publication of his thesis, self-promoting behavior has only 
become more widespread and uncoincidentally, in that same span of time, media reports 
of SEAL misconduct have also grown substantially. In turn, Crowell’s work informs my 
research by providing a foundation through which to assess the complex relationship 
between self-aggrandizement and ethical misconduct. And again, it is my claim the belief 
 
40 Crowell, 4 & 29–46. 
41 Crowell, 29. 
42 Crowell, 57–58. 
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that recent highly publicized acts of ethical misconduct presuppose an ethics problem, is 
mainly a perception whose origin can be traced back to the SEAL minority counterculture. 
However, to give evidence to this claim, I examine and synthesize the findings of 
USSOCOM’s Comprehensive Ethics Review (CR). Doing so will serve to identify the 
perceived source of this illusive problem from the highest level of SOF, and from a 
perspective that is somewhat removed from NSW (purpose 3).  
B. GAPS IN ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: USSOCOM 
COMPREHENSIVE REVIEW  
1. Problem and Conclusions  
In response to recent incidents of ethical misconduct across USSOCOM, on August 
9, 2019 the Commander of USSOCOM “directed a Comprehensive Review (CR) of 
Special Operations Forces (SOF) culture and ethics, to gather insights and observations 
from across the force, at all levels, without predetermined outcomes, while drawing upon 
leadership perspectives both internal and external to the SOF enterprise.”43 The 
Comprehensive Review Team (CRT) consisted of an advisory team and a review team and 
was further broken down into two components: an Assessment and Selection Tiger Team, 
and an [Ethics] Incident Analysis Tiger Team who conducted 55 engagements with over 
2000 SOF personnel.44 The primary research’s relevant findings are condensed and 
summarized in Table 3 categorized by the CRT’s five focus areas. It is important to note 
that I have oversimplified these findings to a degree to quickly and simply extract the main 
ideas put forth.45  
  
 
43 USSOCOM, Comprehensive Review, 2. 
44 USSOCOM, 5. 
45 To read the text in its entirety see Comprehensive Review pages 25–42. 
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Table 3. Organizational Deficiencies That Contribute to SOF 
Misconduct 
  Finding  Effect 
Force 
Employment46 
“Continuous global demand for SOF 
capabilities, combined with a SOF culture 
focused on force employment and mission 
accomplishment has”:  
“Led to sustained high-operational tempo 
which challenges unit integrity and leader 
development, and eroded readiness.”  
“Lack of effective Global Force 
Management (GFM) processes of SOF 
requirements” and “inconsistencies in 
accurate accounting of deployed” forces.  




“SOF organizational culture prioritizes the 
perception of force employment leadership 
over force generation leadership.”  
Has incentivized SOF overcommitment. 
Leaders are not teaching, training and 
mentoring subordinates as often as they 
should.  
Degradation in good order, discipline, and 
accountability. 
Teams are often disaggregated during 
FORGEN process. 
Disrupts “purpose built teams, consumes 




“Insufficient Junior leader development, an 
unbalanced approach to professional military 
education (PME) and non-codified” career 
milestone requirements have:  
“Weakened leadership, discipline and 
accountability practices within the 
USSOCOM enterprise.”  
Combat experience is culturally considered 
“the ultimate expression of competence.”  
Reduced “emphasis on professional 
development and personal maturity.”  
Force 
Structure49  
CVEO demand has normalized focus on 
“force employment and mission 
accomplishment.” 
Breakdown of FORGEN cycle and 
splitting of purpose-built teams.  
FORGEN “disruptions were exacerbated by 
habitual employment of SOF teams” in 
COIN, DA, and CT mission sets, which 
resulted in these types of missions being 
prioritized.  
While conducting FID or BPC missions, 
“the force—at times—exhibits high risk 
behavior which has contributed to some of 




SOF candidates are segregated from 
conventional candidates and have special 
privileges. 
“Risks creating a sense of entitlement.” 
“Overemphasis on physical training.” Degrades “Service-specific professional development and acculturation.” 
Quality of training cadres varied “across 
components.”  
Candidates may not be getting exposed to 
cadre that “demonstrate the highest levels 
of competence and character.”  
 
46 USSOCOM, Comprehensive Review, 25–26. 
47 USSOCOM, 29–31. 
48 USSOCOM, 33–35. 
49 USSOCOM, 38–39. 
50 USSOCOM, 42. 
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In the final analysis, the CRT “did not assess that USSOCOM has a systemic ethics 
problem.”51 Instead, the CRT concludes that:  
SOF has an organizational culture focused on SOF employment and mission 
accomplishment, which in some instances occurs at the expense of 
disciplined, predictable, and reliable SOF force generation (FORGEN) that 
values leadership, discipline, and accountability at all levels in the SOF 
enterprise: institutional, organizational and individual.52 
However, while obviously true to a degree, this explanation and the ones listed in Table 3 do 
not seem to adequately suffice as root causes of ethical misconduct. For instance, the CRT 
was composed of 30 members from SOF, DOD senior leadership positions, and academia 
subject matter experts, had access to all the ethical misconduct data, and, despite concern that 
results would be largely diverse stated that “there was a remarkable similarity in the issues 
uncovered across the SOF enterprise despite the significant differences in units visited and 
participant populations.”53 Understanding all this, the CRT still concluded that USSOCOM 
does not have a systemic ethics problem, but to again emphasize, found that “SOF has an 
organizational culture that is focused too heavily on SOF employment and mission 
accomplishment.”54 The CRT’s main conclusion provides evidence to the claim that NSW 
does not have an ethics problem, while their findings serve to illuminate where USSOCOM 
perceives the source of ethical misconduct to be stemming from (purpose 3). However, I 
remain unconvinced that any of the root causes cited in the CR sufficiently explain the actual 
source of ethical misconduct.  
2. Comprehensive Review Critique: The Human Element 
While examples of the SEAL counterculture in the media is a poor metric from which 
to base all NSW or SOF, USSOCOM has a culture that incentivizes taking ownership of 
mistakes and failures. As a result, the CR cites a laundry list of organizational deficiencies as 
causes of ethical misconduct, and one might argue that owning these deficiencies is 
 
51 USSOCOM, 4. 
52 USSOCOM, 6. 
53 USSOCOM, 4 & 23. 
54 USSOCOM, 4 & 23. 
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USSOCOM’s way of falling on its sword—holding itself accountable in the public eye for 
these unacceptable ethical events. But this is where I differ, because these are merely 
organizational deficiencies, not root causes of ethical misconduct. Furthermore, an 
organizational culture that prioritizes mission accomplishment and employment seems more 
of an asset then a liability, given the line of work that SOF is called on to conduct. This is 
arguably why many have been extremely critical of the CR, with one reporter even calling the 
results “the bureaucratic equivalent of a ‘move along, nothing to see here.’”55 Because the 
root causes offered do not sufficiently explain away the perceptible rise of ethical misconduct 
among SOF and SEALs. Additionally, in the process of falling on its sword, the CRT seems 
to have missed the human element. The point here is that too often—and especially in the 
highly polarized “cancel culture” environment that we live in—the level of tolerance for 
mistakes or misconduct is rather unreasonable. As Nancy Sherman says in her book Stoic 
Warriors: 
Any reasonable conception of morality requires that we hitch our wagon to 
high stars. But none ought to require that we be merciless in our punishment 
of ourselves or others when we fall short of the highest standards. A ‘zero-
defect’ policy (such as the one the military has promoted in recent years) is 
simply unreasonable.56  
Rosa Brooks expands this concept stating that “zero defect culture rewards conformity and 
punishes creativity.”57 The point then, is that while SOF is made up of motivated and high 
performing individuals, these individuals are still fallible, still human. This fallibility means 
members of USSOCOM are going to act unethically, regardless of initiatives and 
memorandums that originate at the highest levels. For example, it is obviously true that if 
USSOCOM had less organizational deficiencies, it would very likely have less ethical 
incidents. But even if USSOCOM was a perfect organization, incidents would still occur; 
because again, USSOCOM is an organization filled with imperfect humans. This is not to 
 
55 Jared Keller, “Trump’s Nominee to Lead the Navy Vows to Find ‘root causes’ of SEAL 
Misconduct despite Empty Ethics Training Review,” Task & Purpose, August 1, 2019, 
https://taskandpurpose.com/news/navy-seal-misconduct-gilday/. 
56 Nancy Sherman, Stoic Warriors: The Ancient Philosophy Behind the Military Mind (New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2005), 12. 
57 Rosa Brooks, How Everything Became War and the Military Became Everything: Tales from the 
Pentagon, First Simon & Schuster hardcover edition. (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016), 323. 
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suggest that NSW and SOF should not be held to the highest standard, but simply that 
organizational deficiencies do not sufficiently explain the source of ethical misconduct. 
Acknowledging this, it seems a mistake to rely too heavily on bureaucratic solutions to an 
inherently human problem. After all, bureaucracies don’t fix people, people fix people. So 
then, the CR serves as a valuable guidepost through which to improve organizational 
deficiencies within USSOCOM, but it does not sufficiently provide evidence for my claim 
that the SEAL counterculture lies at the root of many of NSW’s problems, and so further 
analysis is required. In response, I next examine the findings of the 2018 NSW Ethos Focus 
group (EFG) to illuminate what NSW’s tactical level thinks the problem is (purpose 4), and 
to give evidence to the fact that SEAL self-aggrandizement is unacceptable across the 
majority of the force (purpose 2).  
C. ETHICS, CULTURE, AND SELF-AGGRANDIZEMENT: FROM NSW’S 
TACTICAL LEVEL 
In July 2018, NSW hosted a two-day SEAL Ethos Focus Group (EFG) whose stated 
purpose was to provide an environment and opportunity for members across the force to 
identify problems plaguing the organization with the intent of understanding those problems 
versus simply inventing temporary solutions in a vacuum.58 This forum took the form of 
structured and unfiltered discussions which yielded a final document that was intended to be 
distributed in mass across all of NSW to spur further discourse and improvement across the 
community.59 The NSW Focus Group hosted a representative sample of all NSW, with 50 
NSW and EOD active-duty participants; E-4-O-4 SEAL, SWCC, EOD, and CSS; 
representing every NSWG as well as east and west coast EOD units.60 As a result, “members 
provided keen and valuable insights into our NSW community identity, culture and 
mission.”61 Though the document is unclassified, distribution of it was intended to be 
controlled. For this reason, I avoid quoting and instead summarize themes discussed and their 
 
58 SEAL Ethos Focus Group (Great Lakes, IL: Naval Special Warfare, 2018), 1. 
59 Naval Special Warfare, 1. 
60 Naval Special Warfare, 1. 
61 Naval Special Warfare, 1. 
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relevant findings. As the conference took the form of group discussion across a wide sample, 
there is no one singular argument put forth to summarize the document, but there are 
numerous recurring themes. It is notable that the order of themes presented here corresponds 
to the quantity—and therefore one may assume its relative importance—said theme was 
discussed during the event. For example, ethics and character were discussed most, with self-
aggrandizement coming in at a close second. The single exception is that the SEAL Ethos and 
Code theme is presented here first—despite actually being ranked third—to provide necessary 
context to the other discussion topics.  
1. SEAL Ethos and Code  
Discussion surrounding the SEAL Ethos and Code focused specifically on two ideas: 
(1) there was a broad agreement that the Ethos is aspirational, that it is like the sun that SEALs 
should strive to revolve around and, (2) that the Ethos seems to be used primarily in punitive 
settings. Regarding the first point, the group agreed that the Ethos is a guideline to constantly 
aspire towards, but because it is unattainable, it is not a practical standard on which to base 
behavior. The group discussed the merits of the Ethos but ultimately felt that they needed a 
better, more useable guide. Regarding point two, questions were raised regarding the Ethos’s 
overuse as a disciplinary tool. Concerns included that the Ethos has lost credibility due to a 
lack of accountability across the force. This concern seemed mainly to be focused on the 
degree to which the Ethos is applied from the most junior to the most senior levels, implying 
a certain amount of imbalance and/or disproportionate accountability across the ranks. As 
such, the recommendation regarding this point suggested preserving the Ethos to be read, as 
it was intended by the original authors, at things like memorials and retirement ceremonies. 
Importantly, this Ethos and Code discussion will inform my argument and analysis in Chapter 
III.  
2. Ethics and Character  
Based on the amount of time spent talking about ethics and character, this was the 
most important theme discussed during the offsite. The group’s ethics and character 
discussion primarily revolved around a lack of clear standards, specifically in reference to the 
unattainability of the SEAL Ethos as a standard for behavior. This point, in particular, aroused 
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significant hostility in regard to self-aggrandizing behavior—the point being that without clear 
guidance, the SEAL counterculture has been left unchecked and allowed to misrepresent 
NSW in the public sphere. The group connected on the relative ambiguity of this lack of force 
guidance, questioning how NSW can—without clearly defined standards and expectations—
expect to hold self-promoters accountable consistently and responsibly. Lastly, discussion 
arose regarding how to best implement the whole-man62 concept (which is being executed in 
BUD/S and SQT), across the force.  
It is valuable here to take stock of the group’s fervent desire for standards, good 
character, and ethical guidance. This might not seem intuitive to the reader, since media 
reports in recent years have often categorized SEALs as ethical deviants, but it was absolutely 
the case from the proceedings. What is also important to note is the group’s insistence that 
“these [ethical incidents] are isolated events—NSW is still doing very well.”63 As a result, 
this large sample of NSW, further gives evidence to the claim that the SEAL ethics problem 
is mainly a perception—a perception I argue has been built on the backs of the SEAL 
counterculture and media coverage (extensive evidence of this will be provided in Chapters 
IV-VIII). Ultimately, the biggest take away from this theme is that the conference members 
spoke most about ethics and character, demonstrating—despite the antithetical perception 
seen in the media—their collective desire to be men of moral virtue and character. 
3. Self-Aggrandizement and Commodification  
Self-serving behavior came in at a close second to the ethics and character discourse. 
Discussion about self-promotion seemed to qualitatively confirm Crowell’s argument that the 
“SEAL minority counterculture,” is exactly that—the minority.64 One group estimated the 
bad actors (those who engage in misconduct or self-aggrandizement) are only representative 
 
62 Whole-Man Concept: “In simple terms, this is the building of a warrior who can take the fight to the 
enemy one day and put on a suit to conduct professional business the next. It is the building of a warrior 
who can return home from battle and coach a youth sports team. The process is defined by fundamentals, 
and it all starts with the six SEAL attributes on which our SEAL Ethos was built. The goal is to apply these 
on a daily basis. The words may seem simple, but if they are applied consistently, they will produce a 
human of upstanding character.” Quoted in Lu Lastra, “The Whole Man Concept,” Ethos: NSW Command 
Public Affairs Office 26 (2014), 11. 
63 Naval Special Warfare, SEAL Ethos Focus Group, 8. 
64 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 12. 
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of 2% of NSW writ large. This 2% discussion chronicled multiple examples of SEALs 
engaged in narcissistic profit-seeking behavior who have been “riding the SEAL brand.”65 
The group directly related that the SEAL community’s standard of the quiet professional is 
gone, while simultaneously arguing the absolute necessity to “go black” to regain a virtue so 
essential to the force (purpose 2).66 The group referred back to an argument Crowell makes, 
discussing how the NSW high command’s endorsement and approval of the movie Act of 
Valor was “unequivocally not okay and still an unresolved issue.”67 Those at the offsite 
universally agreed that self-promoting acts are unacceptable and detrimental to the force and 
its organizational effectiveness. However, the group was unable to reach a consensus for if 
self-promotion is punishable and could not concur as to when and how benefitting from 
service as a SEAL is acceptable. This statement lies at the root of one of the major problems 
discussed in Chapter III. Because first, without clear guidance and expectations, it is at worst 
impossible and at best irresponsible to hold self-promoters accountable. And second, the high 
command’s endorsement of Act of Valor demonstrated to the force that SEAL-promotion was 
acceptable—giving many self-promoting SEALs a window through which to consciously 
ignore or misinterpret the SEAL Ethos and the sacred value of quiet professionalism. Overall, 
the group argued that the “SEALs riding our brand” are not being held accountable, thus 
calling into question NSW senior leaderships commitment to the SEAL Ethos and the 
corresponding dictum, “I do not advertise the nature of my work, nor seek recognition for my 
actions.”68 
D. ALL ROADS CONVERGE AT SELF-PROMOTION 
The discussion points in the Ethos Focus group collectively accomplish purpose four, 
and more importantly demonstrate a compilation of the values, norms, and beliefs of a 
representative sample at NSW’s tactical level. The insights of these service members are 
incredibly valuable because this demographic comprises the majority of the force. However, 
 
65 Naval Special Warfare, SEAL Ethos Focus Group. 
66 Naval Special Warfare, 5. 
67 Naval Special Warfare, 4. 
68 “SEAL Ethos,” Naval Special Warfare Command, 2021, https://www.nsw.navy.mil/NSW/SEAL-
Ethos/. 
23 
instead of summarizing the key takeaways from the Ethos Focus group specifically, here I 
synthesize the major points from the entire literature review—to include my critiques—as 
they relate to ethical misconduct and self-aggrandizement.  
Overall, all three documents examine the problem at different levels with different 
aims. Despite this, each seems to intersect at three underlying root causes: organizational 
effectiveness, ethics, and self-aggrandizement.69 Keeping in mind the conclusions of these 
three works and this intersection, I will logically explain why the SEAL counterculture can 
also be found as a source of organizational effectiveness problems.  
The CR and Ethos Focus Groups (EFG) respectively conclude that USSOCOM and 
SEALs do not have a systemic ethics problem. However, the CR cites a laundry list of 
organizational deficiencies as significant and foundational sources of the purported rise in 
ethical misconduct across the force. Oppositely, I argue that organizational deficiencies do 
not sufficiently account for individual and isolated acts of ethical misconduct. While I concede 
that organizational deficiencies create gaps that can allow misconduct to occur; ethical 
violations are not phenomena that can be completely controlled for. For example, say that 
USSOCOM was a hypothetically “perfect” organization with zero organizational 
deficiencies. Theoretically, this would lead to fewer incidents, but not zero—because 
USSOCOM is still an organization composed of and led by fallible humans. So, while 
minimizing organizational deficiencies is something both USSOCOM and NSW are actively 
pursuing—ethical incidents are still going to occur. Because again, the organization can never 
be perfect, and neither can the individuals that compose it.70  
So then, if organizational deficiencies do not sufficiently serve as root causes of ethical 
misconduct; then an “ethical problem” and self-aggrandizement are the remaining points of 
intersection highlighted in the three documents I examined. Interestingly, Crowell and the 
EFG state that SEAL self-aggrandizement has negatively impacted organizational 
 
69 While the Comprehensive Review (CR) does not discuss self-aggrandizement, both Crowell and the 
Ethos Focus Group argue that self-aggrandizement negatively impacts organizational effectiveness. 
Understanding that the CR cites organizational deficiencies as the primary sources of ethical misconduct, it 
follows that all three documents also intersect at self-aggrandizement.  
70 Understanding the reader may be skeptical of this argument, I will explain my reasoning for this 
claim in more depth in Chapter III.  
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effectiveness—which at the most basic level is the CR’s source of explanation for the increase 
in ethical misconduct. But if there is no systemic ethics problem and organizational issues do 
not serve as an adequate root cause, then we must strongly consider an important common 
denominator: SEAL self-aggrandizement.  
The reason for this is because SEAL self-aggrandizement does sufficiently explain 
some degree of organizational disfunction. For example, poor leadership, faltering 
accountability mechanisms, and the failure of the Ethos to serve as a practical guideline for 
behavior, partly explain why SEAL self-aggrandizement has exponentiated in the last ten 
years. Furthermore, it is my claim (as it is Crowell’s) that this exponentiation of self-
aggrandizement has also increased organizational issues. Simply stated, organizational 
deficiencies do not sufficiently account for ethical misconduct. Inversely, self-
aggrandizement creates organizational problems, and organizational issues perpetuate self-
aggrandizing behavior—which in turn creates more organizational deficiencies. Therefore, 
organizational deficiencies—the CR’s foundational explanation for ethical misconduct—
sufficiently explains why self-aggrandizement has skyrocketed.  
Ultimately, while this argument implies that the SEAL counterculture is the main 
source of this problem, more evidence is still required. This argument does however support 
the claim that the problem is not an ethical one and further suggests that the SEAL problem’s 
root cause is explicitly intertwined with the SEAL counterculture and their bastardization of 
the quiet professional. While the arguments laid out in this chapter support my claims, many 
readers are likely skeptical of the reasoning used. Acknowledging this, I next discuss ethics 
and the SEAL Ethos with the primary intention of providing a partial explanation as to why 
self-aggrandizement has been allowed to carry on unchecked in the SEAL community. The 
secondary purpose of Chapter III is to further explain why isolated incidents of misconduct 
do not stem from a systemic ethics problem.  
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III. ETHICS AND THE SEAL ETHOS 
This section is structured as an argument steeped in ethical reasoning, and its 
purpose is two-fold: (1) to explain why self-aggrandizement has been allowed to carry on 
unchecked in the SEAL community, and (2) to logically explain why incidents of ethical 
misconduct are not the result of a systemic ethics problem. However, since ethics has not 
been discussed thus far, we must briefly begin this discussion, as Socrates said, with an 
examination of terms.71 
A. DEFINING TERMS: ETHICS 
Virtue… Ethics… Morality, isn’t a field of study, it’s a mode of being upon 
which all fields of study rest. It’s also a mode of being on which everything 
you do in your life rests; the way you understand yourself or fail to, the way 
you understand other people or fail to. More deeply than that, what role it 
is that you play in your life in the world.72  
As the quote supposes, ethics undergirds everything we do as unique individuals. 
In a sentence, it is how we orient ourselves in a complex world. The term ethics find its 
origin from the Greek word ethos which means character.73 When we describe someone 
as having character, we are generally describing someone who strives to do the right thing, 
someone who embodies virtues like integrity, selflessness, courage, humility, etc. So then, 
ethics is the study of “right and wrong; good and bad; noble and ignoble.”74 This word 
“study” however, proves to be a problem with modern ethics and philosophy. In What is 
Ancient Philosophy, Pierre Hadot suggests that modern philosophy or ethics is a discipline 
that prioritizes prescribing new doctrines or criticisms of morality towards life, “where the 
problem of knowing whether this choice of life will be efficacious is utterly secondary and 
 
71 Epictetus, Discourses, Fragments, Handbook (New York, N.Y: Oxford World’s Classics, 2014). 
72 TVO Docs, Jordan Peterson on The Necessity of Virtue, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gwUJHNPMUyU. 
73 R.W. Sharples, Stoics, Epicureans, and Skeptics: An Introduction to Hellenistic Philosophy 
(London: Routledge, 1996), 82. 
74 Brian Duignan, “The History of Western Ethics,” Rosen Publishing, 2011, 
https://rosenpublishing.com/product/history-western-ethics. 
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accessory.”75 Simply put, modern ethics tends to be more concerned with “philosophizing” 
or complex arguments about the nature of the universe than concerns about how one should 
act. There is a correlation to be drawn here between modern philosophy, as Hadot describes 
it, and the SEAL Ethos. This corollary will serve to accomplish this chapter’s first purpose: 
to explain through ethical reasoning why self-aggrandizement has been allowed to 
exponentiate in NSW.  
B. THE STRENGTH OF THE SEAL ETHOS 
The origins of the SEAL Ethos can be traced back to 2005, when a group of SEALs 
and “trusted agents” got together and in 48 hours wrote the SEAL Ethos we know today.76 
The group participants ranged from active-duty, reserve, and retired SEALs and spanned 
across all ranks.77 In a 2020 article titled None of Us Is ‘That Man’— All Must Aspire to 
Be, retired SEAL Captain Dan’l Steward states that “the SEAL Ethos was intended to be 
neither descriptive nor prescriptive; it was written to be—and shall remain—
aspirational.”78 Steward’s statement hints at the invaluable strength of the SEAL Ethos, a 
strength that is often overlooked or has not been explained. Like virtue ethics or stoicism, 
the Ethos calls on SEALs to be men of virtue, an aim that is ultimately unreachable—but 
that is not the point. The point is that virtue lies in the wholehearted pursuit of virtue, not 
in its attainment. So then, the Ethos is a SEAL’s North Star. It is the target he must 
constantly move toward; it is an ideal that all SEALs ought to strive to become, while 
simultaneously understanding that it cannot be achieved. Like Sisyphus’ eternal journey to 
push the boulder to the top of the mountain, so too is it every SEAL’s unending 
responsibility to embody the Ethos. A good “team guy” understands that his purpose is to 
be a little better each day and recognizes his quest is never complete. He understands the 
importance of sacrifice for his family, for his teammates, and for his country. His actions 
 
75 Pierre Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass: First Harvard University Press, 
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are dictated by his devotion to others and his willingness to reject personal gain to serve 
that pursuit. So again, the fact that the Ethos is aspirational is its tremendous strength. Yet, 
since the concepts I have just laid out are not necessarily simple to deduce, the possibility 
to misinterpret or exploit the Ethos based on personal biases, toxic culture, poor leadership, 
or a concerted decision to ignore it—in the case of the SEAL counterculture—leaves a gap. 
Because the Ethos is written in flowery prose and not understood by all SEALs in the way 
I have described, it has fallen short as a practical guide through which to base behavior.  
C. THE WEAKNESS OF THE SEAL ETHOS 
SEALs often operate in the most austere environments, where the chances of being 
injured or killed are high. In these dangerous operating environments, complex syllogisms, 
grandiose arguments, and fancy buzzwords matter very little. So then, like Hadot’s 
characterization of modern philosophy, the SEAL Ethos falls short of serving as a 
comprehensive and practical document through which to base SEAL behavior. To drive 
this point home, Admiral James Stockdale was a Naval fighter pilot shot down over North 
Vietnam in 1965, whereby he was captured and imprisoned in the infamous Hanoi Hilton 
POW camp. All told, Stockdale was imprisoned in the camp for seven and a half years 
where he spent the first two years in leg irons, over four years in solitary confinement, and 
was tortured 15 times.79 Stockdale received the Medal of Honor for his actions in Hanoi, 
actions that he attributes to his fundamental grounding in a comprehensive ethical 
philosophy known as stoicism. He further confides that his courageous actions were not 
the result of his military training or experience saying: 
I put a lot of thought into what those first orders should be. They would be 
orders that could be obeyed, not a “cover your ass” move of reiterating some 
U.S. government policy like “name, rank, serial number and date of birth,” 
which has no chance of standing up in the torture room. My mind was set, 
“We here under the gun are the experts, we are the masters of our fate. 
Ignore guilt inducing echoes of hollow edicts, throw out the book, and write 
your own.”80 
 
79 Nancy Sherman, Stoic Warriors: The Ancient Philosophy Behind the Military Mind, 4–5. 
80 Nancy Sherman, 5. 
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The point here is that while the SEAL Ethos is very valuable, it does not sufficiently 
serve to disincentivize the SEAL self-promoters nor is it a completely practical grounding 
ethical document. This is where I disagree with Crowell, because his work recurringly 
returns to the SEAL Ethos as the ethical foundation for which to ground acceptable and 
unacceptable SEAL behavior. The Ethos is clear regarding self-aggrandizement, and this 
is likely why Crowell argues so continually for the Ethos as the prime ethic to guide NSW’s 
stance on self-promoting behavior. But the Ethos is unclear and open to misinterpretation 
in other areas. Therefore, believing that the Ethos is sufficient to guide SEAL behavior in 
all situations is too simple and idealistic, and ultimately not very practical. Let us quickly 
examine three quotes—one from Rear Admiral Losey and two from Crowell—to 
demonstrate the fallibility in this approach. 
Our Ethos is a life-long commitment and obligation, both in and out of the 
service. Violators of our Ethos are neither teammates in good standing, 
nor teammates who represent Naval Special Warfare.81  
There is currently no commonly agreed upon line between what is 
acceptable and unacceptable behavior post active-duty service, but the use 
of the SEAL brand as a political weapon or as a marketing tool is at clear 
odds with the SEAL Ethos.82 
Though there is no perfect explanation for why SEALs have decided to 
make an increasingly public spectacle of their SEAL accomplishments, 
shifting societal mores, the lure of fame, and lucrative opportunities have 
converged to create a host of new tensions for which NSW may not have 
been prepared, and for which the SEAL Ethos has no longer proved 
adequate.83 
These quotations contradict each other. The statement that the Ethos is a life-long 
commitment and violators are not teammates in good standing combined with Crowell’s 
claim that there is no definitive line between acceptable and unacceptable behavior post 
service demonstrates this contradiction. Crowell also states that the SEAL Ethos has fallen 
 
81 Admiral Losey was quoted in: James Clark, “The SEAL Who Says He Killed Bin Laden Is Writing 
A Book,” Task & Purpose, February 1, 2017, https://taskandpurpose.com/news/seal-says-killed-bin-laden-
writing-book/, (emphasis mine). 
82 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 20. 
83 Crowell, 45 (emphasis mine). 
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short as the standard for acceptable behavior. But because the Ethos is an aspirational 
document, it is not the Ethos that has fallen short, it is the SEALs pursuing its ideal that 
have. Again though, this is the point, because every SEAL falls short of the Ethos at various 
times and in various ways. So, if Ethos violators truly lost their good standing, then the 
community would have virtually no SEALs left, myself included. This point illuminates a 
major issue. Because SEALs who commit ethical violations have been and are being held 
accountable—both to the Ethos and to the broader laws that govern proper conduct in 
garrison and while at war. Ethical violators are easy to hold accountable, because the line 
governing such behavior is mostly black and white. Inversely, the self-promoters have not 
been and are not being held accountable. This is because the line governing the left and 
right limits of such behavior does not exist. As such, NSW cannot reasonably expect to 
hold the SEAL counterculture accountable to the Ethos and Admiral Losey’s statement 
without defined left and right limits that can govern acceptable self-promotion. 
Additionally, the aspirational nature of the Ethos allows self-promoters to violate the 
dictum of quiet professionalism under the guise of their own imperfection. Though, I am 
convinced that the majority of self-aggrandizer’s consciously violate, or simply do not care 
about the quiet professionalism demanded by the Ethos. Regardless, this is part of the 
reason why the exponential rise of SEAL self-promotion has gone unchecked.  
In summary, while the unattainability of the Ethos is a tremendous strength, its 
aspirational nature has created a gap that the SEAL counterculture has fully capitalized on. 
So then, until clearly defined left and right limits and practical disincentivizing mechanisms 
for self-promoters are put in place, the counterculture will continue taking advantage of the 
SEAL Ethos. While simultaneously denigrating the quiet professionals who continue to 
strive towards its ideal.  
D. ISOLATED ETHICAL INCIDENTS DO NOT EQUAL A SYSTEMIC 
ETHICS PROBLEM 
First off, the belief that SEALs have an ethics problem fundamentally presupposes 
that ethical misconduct is something unique to SEALs. But the degree to which one acts 
virtuously is an inherently human venture—a venture that each individual strives to 
overcome throughout the course of their lives. And because perfected virtuous living is not 
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possible, neither is a life devoid of ethical mishaps. So then, if the definition we choose to 
adopt is one by which ethical misconduct equals an ethics problem, then NSW has an ethics 
problem—but so does the rest of humanity. The point here is not to wantonly write-off 
incidents of SEAL misconduct as acceptable; rather the objective is to demonstrate this 
error in logic. Because while it seems intuitive that misconduct would equate to a systemic 
ethics problem, it does not.  
This is arguably why many have been quick to categorize the SEAL problem as an 
ethical one, because SEAL misconduct has been a hot button topic in the media, and as I 
have said, the types of SEAL misconduct depicted in the media are mostly black and 
white—clearly wrong. But to again emphasize, the incidents depicted in the media are 
isolated events, which suggests the problem is not ethical. However, because these 
incidents are easy to perceive as objectively immoral, ethical deviancy is the most obvious 
lens through which to view the SEAL problem. Yet, I object to this claim and this type of 
logic and instead argue that the problem has been wrongly identified. Instead, I argue the 
problem is the SEAL counterculture, and as framed here, there are two reasons. First, while 
the SEAL counterculture is representative of a minority of SEALs, their actions are not 
isolated. Second, because self-aggrandizement is often glorified in American society—
despite being condemned by the majority of SEALs—such actions have flown under the 
radar, failing to elicit the same outrage seen in the cases of SEAL misconduct. So, if my 
premise is true that the counterculture is the problem and self-aggrandizement is 
unacceptable despite societal norms that say the opposite—then the fact that the actions of 
the counterculture are not isolated, points to those same self-aggrandizing SEALs as the 
root cause of this illusory problem. However, connecting these dots requires further 
explanation.  
E. THE PROBLEM HAS BEEN MISATTRIBUTED 
The actions of the minority SEAL counterculture are antithetical to the quiet 
professionalism prescribed in the SEAL Ethos, and these actions have simultaneously 
served to spotlight NSW in the eyes of the media and society. Additionally, when this 
spotlight effect merged with highly publicized incidents of misconduct, this allowed the 
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“SEAL problem” to become misattributed as an ethical one. Furthermore, this 
misattribution has appeared to compound in relationship to the growth of the SEAL 
counterculture. But since the Ethos is not a sufficient or practical tool through which to 
disincentivize self-promoting SEALs, punishing such behavior becomes extremely 
complicated, which explains why the counterculture has only continued to grow. This lack 
of practical accountability has destigmatized and removed the mechanisms that used to 
disincentivize such behavior by SEALs, allowing self-promotion to self-perpetuate. 
Ultimately, it does not seem coincidental that as the counterculture has grown, so has the 
belief that Navy SEALs have an ethics problem.  
Now, a careful reader might argue here that the men who make up the 
counterculture are SEALs and are part of the SEAL culture, and that therefore NSW has a 
culture problem. This may be true, but the counterculture is still only representative of a 
small minority of the force; it just so happens that their actions have had far reaching and 
highly publicized effects. Ultimately though, chalking this up as a culture problem is too 
simple because the virtue of quiet professionalism is one that the counterculture has 
ignored, and one that prevents active-duty SEALs from doing anything about it. However, 
this paradox is complicated and will be discussed in depth in Chapter IV-B.  
F. SUMMARY 
In this section I have argued that while the Ethos has inherent strengths, its 
ambiguity has allowed self-promoting SEALs to misinterpret or to consciously ignore the 
fundamental dictum of the quiet professional. Second, I argued that NSW’s problem has 
been misattributed as an ethical one, when in fact the root cause lies at feet of the SEAL 
minority counterculture. Having sufficiently established the basis for my argument, the 
remaining Chapters are devoted to validating these claims.  
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IV. THE INSIDE STORY 
A. THE SEAL MINORITY COUNTERCULTURE 
In the last two decades, the self-promotional actions of the SEAL minority 
counterculture have created a multitude of problems for NSW, USSOCOM, and more 
broadly, American civil-military relations. Though these problems have been no more 
obvious than in NSW, they span across dimensions and are ultimately quite complex. The 
primary modus operandi of these counterculture pariahs is to harness their prior affiliation 
with the SEAL Teams to garner wealth, status, influence, or some combination of these—
even though a fundamental tenant of the Navy SEAL Ethos states, “I do not advertise the 
nature of my work, nor seek recognition for my actions.”84 Despite the fact that the actions 
of the counterculture are irreconcilable with the quiet professionalism called for in the 
SEAL Ethos, the act of elite unit troops seeking and achieving extraordinary prominence 
is not a new phenomenon. The actions of today’s SEAL counterculture bears a striking 
resemblance to units like the Green Berets (1952-1978), the British Commandos (1940-
1945) and SAS (1941-1978), the Jewish-Palestinian Palmach (1940-1949), and the 
Paratroop corps of France (1942-1962), to name just a few.85 In each case, these units paid 
a significant cost for rising to elite status in the eyes of society and the world. The key 
factor today that delineates the SEAL counterculture from their forefathers, however, is the 
meteoric evolution of advanced information technologies in the 21st century. In 2011, 
Steven Livingston argued:  
As with all television programming in the 1990s and before, CNN directed 
content at audiences. Today, digital media are interactive and the distinction 
between producer and consumer is blurred. As a result, content is often 
caught up in a recursive process of saliency reinforcement by both new 
media, such as Twitter and YouTube, and traditional media, such as CNN. 
 
84 For the full script see: Official Naval Special Warfare website, 
https://www.nsw.navy.mil/NSW/SEAL-Ethos. 
85 Cohen, Commandos and Politicians, 21. 
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Traditional media alert audiences to the existence of new media content 
online, while new media content feeds traditional media.86 
When we combine this evolution in technology with the fact that “SEALs have become 
celebrities, and the SEAL brand has been transformed into a lucrative and powerful 
currency in the marketplace of things and ideas,”87 we are effectively stepping into 
uncharted territory.  
The intention of this section is to illuminate what I call “the inside story.” This 
inside story has two purposes: (1) to examine some of the methods used by the SEAL 
counterculture to garner attention, status, wealth, and fame, and (2) to make known the 
negative effects the actions of the SEAL counterculture has had on all those SEALs striving 
to be quiet professionals. Though, before I provide evidence to accomplish these two 
purposes, I must first address the all-to-common belief that there is essentially nothing 
wrong with SEAL self-aggrandizement. In its place, I argue that not only is SEAL self-
aggrandizement unjustifiable, but that its untrammeled growth is the root cause of most, if 
not all, of NSW’s alleged problems. It is important to again emphasize that the actions of 
the SEAL counterculture have created a significant butterfly effect outside of the SEAL 
community, but this section deals exclusively with the effects felt inside the organization.  
1. The Quiet Professional Is Dead, and We Have Killed Him 
Egotism is beyond all doubt the most bitter enemy of the qualities essential 
to the officer-corps.88 
Shortly after Robert O’Neill, “the man who killed Bin Laden,” entered the public 
arena, Bob Drury, a columnist for Men’s Health magazine, wrote a piece titled “When 
Navy SEALs Go Rogue.” In the article Drury defends the actions of Robert O’Neill and 
Marcus Luttrell (Author of Lone Survivor), and those like them, saying:  
 
86 Steven Livingston, “The CNN Effect Reconsidered (Again): Problematizing ICT and Global 
Governance in the CNN Effect Research Agenda,” Media, War & Conflict 4, no. 1 (2011): 29, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750635210396127. 
87 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 2. 
88 Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military 
Relations (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1957), 64. 
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Still... I dunno. I’m not convinced O’Neill is so in the wrong here. Just as I 
wasn’t convinced about Luttrell. Somewhere deep down it strikes me that 
the more of these heroic tales that get out, the better we understand exactly 
what sacrifices the 1 percent of soldiers, marines, airmen, and sailors are 
making for the 99 percent of us who never got a whiff of the War on 
Terror™.89 
One of the problems with this statement is that soldiers, marines, airmen and sailors are not 
the ones writing books in mass, SEALs are. This fact has not been lost on the military or 
society either. In 2018, the media company We are the Mighty published an article titled 
“There have been nearly as many Navy SEAL books written as all other special ops 
combined.”90 Though the author’s technique to compile the data was hardly scientific, and 
understanding that Szoldra’s search was not constrained to only SEAL authors, the results 
compiled in Table 4 paint a picture nonetheless: 
Table 4. SOF Books Tally91 
We are the Mighty “SPECOPS” Book Search 
SOF Unit # of Books 
Navy SEALs 6,443 
Army Special Forces  3,008 
Delta Force 1,743 
Army Rangers 1,737 
Marine Recon 181 
 
The type of pro-self-aggrandizement argument posed by Drury is one of multiple 
that demonstrates the fact that there is far too common a belief amongst many, especially 
among those outside the SEAL Teams, that there is nothing wrong with the kind of self-
serving action seen by the SEAL counterculture (i.e., books, movies, social media, etc.). It 
 
89 Bob Drury, “When Navy SEALs Go Rogue,” Men’s Health, November 10, 2014, 
https://www.menshealth.com/trending-news/a19521943/when-navy-seals-go-rogue/. 
90 Paul Szoldra, “There Have Been Nearly as Many Navy SEAL Books Written as All Other Special 
Ops Combined,” We Are The Mighty, April 2, 2018, https://www.wearethemighty.com/articles/navy-seal-
books/. 
91 Adapted from Szoldra. 
36 
is necessary to quickly dispel this belief, both as a matter of principle and to establish a 
foundation for the arguments to come.  
The virtue of quiet professionalism is both a critical and fundamental value to the 
cohesion of the organization (NSW), as well as an absolute military necessity. Regarding 
its inherent value to the organization, Crowell notes that quiet professionalism instills 
humility and camaraderie.92 In the SEAL community, continual improvement and trust are 
priceless commodities. Without humility, SEALs are inept in seeing their own failures or 
shortcomings and are thereby unable to hold themselves and others accountable. It is no 
surprise then that the SEAL Ethos states that wearing the trident is a privilege each SEAL 
must earn every day.93 Similarly, camaraderie cannot exist without trust. Therefore, quiet 
professionalism is a necessary organizational value for the SEAL community because 
accountability is a byproduct of humility and camaraderie a result of trust. 
But quiet professionalism is not only inherently valuable to the success of NSW as 
an organization; it is also an absolute military necessity. In 1999, Qiao and Wang argued 
that “the future of warfare will transcend all boundaries and limits” meaning that 
information will be omnipresent, and the battlefield will be everywhere. It 
means that all weapons and technology can be superimposed at will, it 
means that all the boundaries lying between the two worlds of war and non-
war, of military and non-military, will be totally destroyed, and it also 
means that many of the current principles of combat will be modified, and 
even that the rules of war may need to be rewritten.94 
This dividing line is continuing to blur in the current threat environment often termed Great 
Power Competition (GPC). As these lines become more difficult to delineate, operational 
security (OPSEC) is more important than ever, both to safeguard U.S. National Security 
interests as well as to protect service members deployed abroad.  
 
92 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 5.  
93 For the full script see: Official Naval Special Warfare website, 
https://www.nsw.navy.mil/NSW/SEAL-Ethos. 
94 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, Unrestricted Warfare Parts 1 and 2 (Beijing: PLA Literature and 
Arts Publishing House, 1999), www.cryptome.org/cuw.htm. 
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Take, as an example, former SEAL CDR Jocko Willink and former enlisted SEAL 
Remi Adeleke. In 2020 both men, over the course of four separate YouTube videos 
sponsored by GQ Magazine, “break down” combat scenes from various movies. What 
“break down” practically means is that over the course of nearly 90 minutes of footage, 
both reveal rudimentary SEAL tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs) discussing the 
flaws in Hollywood combat scenes.95 Or, take another example from a separate YouTube 
video posted in 2019 in which former SEAL and Green Beret Shawn Ryan and Mike 
Glover spend 28 minutes directly demonstrating the close quarters combat (CQC) TTPs of 
their respective units.96 To date, the four videos have collectively garnered over 30 million 
views. The individuals participating in these videos are deliberately discussing SEAL 
operational information for personal gain—information that in turn can be studied and used 
by anyone, our adversaries included. These instances, and the numerous other examples 
listed in the course of this research, reinforce Crowell’s remarks that acts such as these 
“can only crystalize in the mind of America’s competitors and adversaries the culture and 
capabilities of America’s maritime special operations force.”97  
Unfortunately, these examples just scratch the surface of the self-aggrandizement 
problem. But they also demonstrate the military necessity of quiet professionalism, if only 
by showing us its opposite. If all our adversaries need to do is purchase a few Navy SEAL 
books, log in to YouTube, or watch a movie to learn about our tactics, something is very 
wrong. Unfortunately for the SEAL counterculture, in the coming pages I intend to remove 
any doubt that there is in fact something extraordinarily wrong.  
2. Books  
Since 2001, 153 books have been written by SEALs about SEALs, and even this 
extraordinarily high number is likely not exhaustive. The list of books compiled in this 
 
95 GQ, Navy SEAL Jocko Willink Breaks Down Combat Scenes From Movies, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-L7o6HtX8Vg; GQ, Navy SEAL Rates 10 Naval Special Warfare 
Scenes In Movies And TV: How Real Is It?, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dWaNdWMLEt8. 
96 The Field Craft Survival Channel, A Green Beret and a Navy SEAL Talk CQC High Port VS Low 
Port, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6wd2fJw0dRs. 
97 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 26.  
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research range from tell-all autobiographies to cheesy action novels. The special thing 
about these books is that in every case, SEAL affiliation or the SEAL brand was harnessed 
to garner readership. For example, former SEAL CDR Jocko Willink has written eight 
books and hosts the United States’ 58th most popular podcast—his “Jocko podcast” alone 
garners 45,046 listeners per month.98 Of Jocko’s eight books, the term “Navy SEAL” and 
the SEAL Trident appear explicitly only on the cover of his first (Extreme Ownership) and 
third book (The Dichotomy of Leadership). There are many cases like this, whereby a 
former SEAL has the term “Navy SEAL,” the image of the SEAL Trident, or the words 
“SEAL Team 6” on the cover of their first book, and then excludes it in subsequent books. 
Understanding this, I have “grandfathered in” every book and author that met such 
criteria—these results are depicted in Table 5 and Figure 1.99 Notably, in compiling this 
list, I left no one out, because as I have said, in a community where trust is the result of 
accountability, it is important we aim for both. Or as Jocko would say, “Implementing 




98 Ross Winn, “Top 100 U.S. Podcasts (Apple Podcasts Top Charts),” Podcast Insights, April 7, 2021, 
https://www.podcastinsights.com/top-us-podcasts/; “Jocko Willink,” Spotify, 2021, 
https://open.spotify.com/artist/10JcyTp9YTVK1zQSbApoJC. 
99 For a complete list of results and an explanation of the methodology used, see Appendix A.  




Table 5. Evidence of Self Promotion: SEAL Books 
 
 
Figure 1. Books Written by SEALs: 2001–2020 
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Table 5 demonstrates multiple things. First, the number of SEAL books increased 
by 300% from 2011–2015, not coincidentally after the successful killing of Osama bin 
Laden. Secondly, of the 145 books recorded from 2001–2020, 25 (17%) of them have 
achieved the renowned title “New York Times Best Seller,” and 5 of these 25 have 
achieved the status of No. 1 New York Times Bestseller. Of the 25 best sellers, 22 of them 
reached best seller status after May 2, 2011—the day when SEAL Team 6 killed Osama 
bin Laden. An estimate of average book sales per month also demonstrates a huge increase 
in public interest from 2011–2020.105 Lastly, nearly every book (84%) has the term 
“SEAL” on the cover, 62 (43%) of the books have a SEAL Trident, and 25 (17%) books 
have the term “SEAL Team 6” on the cover. (For the full list of books and other data, see 
Appendix A). This chart provides insight into the radical increase of self-aggrandizement 
by the counterculture, but unfortunately books are not even close to the only medium via 
which these actions have taken form.  
3. Instagram  
Whereas writing a book is far less feasible for the average person, the popularity, 
ease of use and ability to reach large amounts of people has made social media a prime 
avenue for former SEALs to profit.106 Instances of self-aggrandizement occurs across 
various platforms; Table 6 uses data from Instagram as a representative example. Again, 
the data in Table 6 is not exhaustive, but nevertheless clearly portrays the wide net of self-
promotion being cast by a small number of former SEALs. See Appendix B for the 
complete list.  
 
105 Tom Corson-Knowles, “Amazon Book Sales Calculator,” TCK Publishing, July 2016, 
https://www.tckpublishing.com/amazon-book-sales-calculator/. 
106 Importantly, the popularity of social media with younger generations suggests that newer 
generations of SEALs will be increasingly tempted to commodify the SEAL brand on such platforms. 
Again suggesting this problem is only bound to get worse with time.  
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the page  
“SEAL” or 
“Frogman” 
on the page 
“SEAL Team 6” 
on the page 
SEAL 
“Followers” 
63 51 57 1 13,512,686 
 
Table 6 demonstrates a striking trend: 10 times more people are following 63 former Navy 
SEALs than the number of people who compose the United States’ entire active-duty 
military force.108 It is important to point out that the majority of those depicted are also 
peddling products or services on Instagram. Furthermore, Table 6 clearly shows the 
willingness of many (63 at least) to personally profit in some way from their former status 
as a Navy SEAL. To be clear, there is nothing necessarily wrong with a SEAL having an 
Instagram account. The problem and the outrage of the SEAL community begins when 
they use the SEAL Trident or their affiliation with the SEAL Teams, to profit.  
4. Movies and TV Shows  
The data compiled thus far demonstrates two key points: first, former SEALs and 
other vested stakeholders supplied the market with access and information about all things 
SEAL; second, American society filled the demand of the marketplace. Figure 2 and Table 
7 provide additional evidence to this fact. 
 
107 For a complete list of results and an explanation of the methodology used, see Appendix B.  
108 Cancian, U.S. Military Forces in FY 2021, 1. 
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Figure 2. Increase of SEAL Movies and TV Shows: 2001–2020 
Table 7. SEAL Movies and TV Shows  
Years # of SEAL Movies or TV Shows Δ 
2001-2005 1   
2006-2010 2 +100% 
2011-2015 7 +250% 
2016-2020 5 -29% 
 
5. SEAL Businesses  
Where many former SEALs have capitalized on the Trident via books, social 
media, and in the cinematic realm, the growth of Navy SEAL businesses is perhaps the 
most worrisome. Unfortunately, I can only anecdotally claim that SEAL companies have 
grown significantly in the last decade, but given the evidence provided thus far, this claim 
should not be hard to believe.109 The reason I consider this form of commodification to be 
potentially the most worrisome, derives from the fact that these companies range across a 
very wide spectrum. On the one hand, some offer the consumer the opportunity to buy 
 
109 Due to the large quantity of data collected in the course of this work, there was simply not enough 
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things like “Navy SEAL”: marijuana, chewing tobacco, or whiskey. On the other hand, 
“SEAL tactics businesses” offer to teach “SEAL skills” to anyone that is willing to pay.110 
Without any institutional oversight, it is hard to know exactly what and exactly who the 
counterculture is teaching. Additionally, the quantity of “BUD/S prep” companies has also 
only seemed to grow. This means that potential future SEALs have the ability to attend 
these (very expensive) non-sanctioned “special operations camps” and gather mentorship 
from none other than the SEAL counterculture.111 Even if NSW has the best training cadre 
and instills the best values in SEAL candidates, the counterculture has early access. And if 
the men who have abandoned the Ethos are the first to interact with these potential future 
SEALs, who is to say what kind of values they will pick up in the process.  
B. THREE MAJOR PROBLEMS FOR THE QUIET PROFESSIONALS  
1. The Counterculture Controls the SEAL Narrative  
[NSW] will see increasingly negative consequences in the future if current 
trends continue… The reality is that the adulation, glorification, and 
lionization of the Navy SEALs by the government and society writ large 
have had a corrupting effect.112 
The self-promotional actions of the SEAL minority counterculture have created 
three major problems for the majority of SEALs, active or otherwise, who strive to embody 
the virtue of quiet professionalism. The first problem is simple, the SEAL minority 
counterculture is very vocal, the SEAL majority culture is not. As a result, the narrative 
pushed by the SEAL counterculture is the only perception available to media and society. 
Despite the simplicity of this problem, remedying it is very complicated. Apart from the 
fact that the actions and the tactics used by the counterculture to gain whatever it is they 
seek, is infuriating to most SEALs, their actions have simultaneously ensured that the 
counterculture is the only perception available to society of what a Navy SEAL is supposed 
 
110 Shawn Ryan, “Vigilance Elite,” Vigilance Elite, 2021, https://www.vigilanceelite.com/. 
111 In particular, one business charges civilians $12,000 per person to attend a 75 hour course that has 
uncanny similarities to BUD/S. Source: “ For Men Who Want To Level Up In Business and In Life and 
Become Purpose Driven Leaders,” MDK Project, 2021, https://www.mdkproject.com/optin34205935. 
112 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 46.  
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to look like. It is public knowledge that many of these counterculture SEALs have set poor 
examples in and out of uniform. The list is extensive but ranges from fabricating valor 
(which is more common than one might hope) to targeting former teammates for revenge 
in a tell-all book (i.e., Eddie Gallagher). The SEAL community is very small, and 
unfortunately what many of the men who compose the counterculture claim they did 
publicly—is very often—not what they actually did. Consider a case that has been 
discussed publicly—Robert O’Neill and Matt Bissonnette—the men who “killed bin 
Laden.” In a 2017 Intercept article, an anonymous SEAL is quoted talking about O’Neill 
and Bissonnette. Now, there are some serious problems with The Intercept, problems I 
discuss in Chapter VII—but the quote demonstrates a key point that if a SEAL is tarnishing 
the sanctity of the quiet professional, then the motivations and truth guiding such a breach 
in core values, should seriously be questioned:  
“The beauty of what they have constructed,” said a former teammate about 
how Bissonnette and O’Neill cornered the market on the bin Laden raid, “is 
that there is only one guy, essentially, who can come forward and say 
they’re lying — and he won’t ever talk.113 
Crowell discussed this problem obliquely in his 2015 thesis, posing a “grassroots 
approach” that essentially called on active-duty SEALs to wage a counterinsurgency 
against the SEAL counterculture. However, the act of SEALs publicly denouncing the 
counterculture is contradictory to the quiet professionalism prescribed by Crowell, the 
SEAL Ethos, and the majority of the SEAL community. For example, Crowell condones 
the actions of one Don Shipley, who calls out fake SEALs on YouTube for stolen valor. 
This is complicated, because the community needs some sort of accountability mechanism 
for the counterculture, but Don Shipley’s actions effectively say, “this guy’s not a SEAL, 
I know because I am a SEAL, look at me.” Though well intentioned, the act of individual 
SEALs engaging in this way, at least in principle, is also antithetical to the SEAL Ethos. 
Take another example of a SEAL who was approached about conducting an interview with 
a media source to discuss how self-aggrandizement is unacceptable in the SEAL 
community. The purpose of the interview was to build public awareness of this problem. 
 
113 Matthew Cole, “The Crimes of SEAL Team 6,” The Intercept, January 10, 2017, 
https://theintercept.com/2017/01/10/the-crimes-of-seal-team-6/. 
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Now, the reader might reasonably think that such an act would be a great opportunity to 
practice Mr. Crowell’s grassroots approach, and to raise awareness of the problems caused 
by the SEAL counterculture. However, after much internal wrestling, the SEAL decided 
not to engage with the media source because: (1) he felt unwilling to speak as an individual 
on behalf of the entire SEAL community, and most importantly, (2) he felt this action, 
though well-intentioned, would-be violation of the SEAL Ethos. 
In summary, while the counterculture feeds the public an inaccurate picture of what 
a SEAL is and should be, the SEALs doing it right remain bound by principle, and are thus 
prevented from doing anything at all—further allowing the cycle of shameless self-
promotion to continue.  
2. The Counterculture Has Turned an “Out-Group” Into an “In-
Group” 
Second, the SEAL minority counterculture has created such a vast network of self-
promoting SEALs, that where self-aggrandizing behavior was once highly disincentivized, 
it no longer is. As a result of the first problem—the inability of SEALs to hold the self-
aggrandizing SEALs accountable—the counterculture has been left to their own devices, 
allowed to throw the Ethos by the wayside in place of potential personal gain. Mediums 
like YouTube, podcasts, and Instagram have created a totally viable means through which 
anyone can easily market a product or service to a massive audience. The modes through 
which an individual can profit on these platforms has great depth. As individuals increase 
their following, in the form of subscribers (YouTube and Podcasts) or followers 
(Instagram, Facebook, Twitter), their ability to gain status, fame, and wealth increases—
there is virtually no upper limit. Combine this with the fact that SEAL affiliation garners 
societal interest, former SEALs immediately have a leg up. In one sense this privilege is as 
a result of public thirst for direct access to the SEAL community, and in a second way 
supporting SEAL ventures in their various forms, is simply a way the public can show 
support for the military. This dichotomy is something the counterculture has capitalized 
on.  
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Take the example of one of the newest members of the SEAL counterculture, Travis 
Kennedy. Kennedy recently left the Navy and immediately began his entrepreneurial 
adventure as an Instagram influencer and as the small business owner of Kennedy 
Defensive Solutions.114 In a seemingly short amount of time, he has amassed over 58,000 
followers on Instagram and 68,500 subscribers on YouTube. Kennedy’s business consists 
of providing both paid and free online, and in-person, videos that instruct the customer on 
“Navy SEAL” weapon (rifle and pistol) and medical techniques (all things he was taught 
as a SEAL). He also provides personal workout programming, teaches conceal carry 
weapons courses, and sells $60 sweatshirts emblazoned with a derivative of the SEAL 
Trident. Regardless of the implications of his current actions, by all approximations, 
Kennedy was considered a “good SEAL” while on active duty.  
While Kennedy’s current entrepreneurial pursuits are clearly unacceptable, the fact 
remains, many in the community still at least once considered him a “good SEAL.” Jocko 
Willink further complicates this problem because his success has largely been shrouded in 
leadership consulting versus the SEAL brand outright. Yet, although the methods he uses 
to promote himself are more covert than most, Jocko’s success still comes as a result of his 
affiliation with the SEAL Teams (especially considering the fact that the SEAL Teams are 
virtually all he talks about). Like Kennedy, Jocko was generally considered a good SEAL 
while on active-duty, and his reputation still remains pristine within some very small circles 
in NSW. Due to the more unique nature of Jocko’s conduct, some SEALs think he is “doing 
it right.” The problems posed by “good SEALs” like Kennedy and Willink are two-fold. 
First, their credibility in the SEAL Teams demonstrates to the force that self-
aggrandizement is not just reserved for the bad apples. Second, the belief that one is “doing 
it right” creates a perception that active-duty SEALs can “do it right too” when they leave 
the Navy.  
Before the OBL raid in 2011, SEAL self-promotion was largely an activity engaged 
in by what most in the SEAL community would consider, bad SEALs. Today, some of the 
 
114 Travis Kennedy, “Learn from Former Navy SEAL Travis Kennedy,” Kennedy Defensive 
Solutions, 2021, https://www.kennedydefensivesolutions.com/. 
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good SEALs, are turning to self-promotion in ways they would have never dreamed of 15 
years ago. The common theme here is that because of social media and the marketability 
of the Trident, the SEAL counterculture has created their own in-group, through which 
they market and promote each other’s entrepreneurial pursuits. Guys like Kennedy and 
Jocko promote each other, write forwards in each other’s books, and sell each other’s 
products. As a result, the counterculture has effectively created their own SEAL Team full 
of pariahs. This network has near completely removed what was once a natural dis-
incentivization mechanism. Where SEALs in an earlier age would have to think long and 
hard about the consequences of engaging in self-promotional ventures upon discharge of 
active duty, they no longer do. Now, SEALs can simply leave the service and join the 
counterculture where they will get the same type of “brotherhood” benefits they did while 
serving in the SEAL Teams—with the added benefit of fame and money.  
3. Identity Crisis for SEALs  
To recap problems one and two; the counterculture has gone unchecked because 
the SEALs doing the right thing are bound to the Ethos and quiet professionalism, which 
prevents the SEAL majority from acting against or calling out, the counterculture. As a 
result, the counterculture has been allowed to grow and expand its societal influence, 
enabling them to monopolize the public’s perception of what a SEAL should look like 
(problem one). This inability to hold the self-promoters accountable has then removed 
some of the mechanisms that disincentivize SEAL self-aggrandizement (problem 2). It is 
this complicated dynamic that brings us to problem three—the argument being that the 
actions of the counterculture have created an internal identity crisis in the SEAL Teams. In 
2020, Army Special Forces Officer Colonel Edward Croot wrote a thesis at Duke 
University titled, There is an Identity Crisis in Special Forces: Who are the Green Berets 
supposed to be? In summary, Croot claims that as a result of variation in the types of 
mission’s SF has been called upon to conduct in the last two decades (i.e., not typical SF 
missions) as well as the lack of a professional identity anchoring document, three distinct 
identities are present in SF: (1) Direct Action Identity (26%), (2) Legacy Identity (28%), 
48 
and (3) Modern Identity (46%).115 There is a parallel we can draw from Croot’s work to 
SEALs—the difference however, is that the identity crisis in the SEAL community comes 
as a result of the actions of the counterculture. It appears there are essentially three groups: 
(1) SEALs, active or not, who are striving to be quiet professionals, (2) the counterculture, 
and (3) unsure SEALs who are caught in the middle. Arguably, the first group comprises 
the majority. This is evident in the fact that although the counterculture has garnered 
significant attention in the last decade, they still represent a small demographic of the active 
force; they are just very vocal. The quiet professionals that make up this first group are not 
perfect but strive all the same to embody the values, beliefs, and right actions of the SEAL 
community. The second group, the counterculture, has already been discussed ad nauseum, 
so I will not devote more time here. The third group then, is where it appears the 
counterculture is gaining new members from, thus allowing the cycle of commodification 
and self-aggrandizement to continue.  
The third group is composed of unsure SEALs. To varying degrees, this group: (1) 
does not have a firm foothold on the rightness or wrongness of SEAL self-promotion, (2) 
thinks they can “do it right,” or (3) is simply seduced by the benefits that flashing their 
Trident might bring.116 This group becomes even further confused as they watch the 
counterculture carry on unchecked (problem 1) and as they see good SEALs enter the arena 
of self-promotion (problem 2). First—and as a result of problem one—because the 
counterculture has gone largely unpunished for their actions, a perception exists that “if 
they’re not being punished, they must not be doing anything wrong.” This lack of 
accountability towards the counterculture, leaves the unsure SEAL open to the possibility 
that self-aggrandizing behavior is in fact, acceptable. Second and in conjunction with 
problem two, the ever-expanding examples of “good SEALs” engaging in self-promotion 
provides unsure SEALs with a role model whom they can exemplify in their own 
 
115 Edward Croot, “There Is an Identity Crisis in Special Forces: Who Are the Green Berets Supposed 
to Be?” (United States Army War College, 2020), 34. 
116 This third reason may be possibly attributed to greed or in a lack of translatable skillsets to the 
private sector. The point is that these individuals very likely perceive an easier path in commodifying the 
Trident for personal gain—as opposed to the harder path of seeking out private sector skillsets to secure 
employment, post-service. 
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entrepreneurial pursuit—a sort of contaminated version of mentorship. Combine this with 
the fact that “joining the counterculture” no longer costs what it used to—specifically in 
terms of one’s reputation within the SEAL community—and the mechanism for unsure 
SEALs to leave the Navy and join the counterculture is established. Furthermore, the SEAL 
counterculture has provided so many examples of how to profit from SEAL affiliation, that 
it is not unreasonable to see how many SEALs could be tempted to join. Throw in a 
multitude of external factors: dissatisfaction with the Navy or the SEAL Teams, lack of job 
experience to do anything else, or a simple attraction to the profitability associated with 
counterculture activities, and it makes sense, in capitalist terms, why a SEAL would engage 
in such a way.  
At the end of the day, we can each only control our individual choices and actions. 
But, if the SEAL counterculture is allowed to carry on in the same manner as they have in 
the last decade, things will only get worse for NSW. Because while the counterculture 
carries on bastardizing the SEAL Ethos and the quiet professional; information technology 
is evolving, the mass media is growing more consolidated, and American society and the 
media is riding a divisive wave of hyper-political polarization that does not seem likely to 
end anytime soon. This complex combination of factors suggest that the problems created 
by the counterculture are only bound to multiply, likely creating much worse consequences 
than seen in those elite units of the past. It is difficult to predict what these consequences 
might be, but if we use the negative effects seen in the last decade as our guide—this seems 
a virtual certainty.117  
If we do not demonstrate to the force the negative consequences of 
commodification and self-aggrandizement, if we do not show SEALs the cost that it has 
 
117 Importantly, my point here is not to condemn every self-promoting SEAL, nor to suggest that 
every SEAL that has ever used the Trident to benefit had bad intentions or was only aimed at gaining things 
classically considered vices (i.e., fame, fortune, influence, etc.). For instance, there are SEALs who use 
their SEAL affiliation to raise money for charity and ventures that would otherwise be considered 
virtuous—but these men are the minority. Nor is it my intention to classify what forms of self-
aggrandizement are acceptable and unacceptable—this is a job I feel could only be responsibly 
accomplished at the institutional level (i.e., NSW or USSOCOM). So then, my argument is that self-
aggrandizement via the Trident is unjustifiable for every SEAL, regardless of intent, because the negative 
repercussions far outweigh any purported positives effects by leaps and bounds. Simply, until explicit 
guidance is distributed to the force, the SEAL Ethos is the standard—as it should have been in the first 
place.  
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forced NSW to pay, then the counterculture will continue to profit at NSW’s expense. It is 
thus my intention, in the remainder of this thesis, to remove any doubt that this claim is in 
fact, irrefutable.  
4. What about Ethical Misconduct?  
Notably, to this point, I have not discussed instances of SEAL ethical misconduct. 
The reason for this purposeful exclusion is because, as I have said, ethical misconduct has 
served as the primary guidepost through which many have attempted to identify the “SEAL 
problem(s)”—whereas SEAL self-aggrandizement has gone almost completely ignored as 
a possible factor. Understanding the growth of SEAL self-promotion and the three 
problems I have laid out as part of the inside story; I argue that ignoring self-
aggrandizement is a fatal flaw because the two phenomena appear causally linked. So 
then—and because self-aggrandizement has been absent from the equation—I next explain 
the outside story, the key events and trends that allowed SEAL self-aggrandizement to 
become what it is today. This explanation gives evidence to my claim that the SEAL 
problem has been completely misattributed to ethical misconduct, and that its rightful place 
lies at the feet of the SEAL counterculture.  
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V. THE OUTSIDE STORY: MEDIA, SOCIETY, THE MILITARY, 
AND THE COUNTERCULTURE 
We have a problem. Some of our subordinate formations have failed to 
maintain good order and discipline and as a result and for good reason, our 
NSW culture is being questioned. I don’t know yet if we have a culture 
problem, I do know that we have a good order and discipline problem that 
must be addressed immediately. Good order and discipline is the foundation 
for every military organization.118 
Numerous answers have been hypothesized as to the reasons behind the supposed 
rise of ethical misconduct within NSW, to include former NSW Commander RADM Collin 
Green’s 2019 statement. Claims like the one quoted have helped to create a perception that 
NSW (and SEALs more specifically) has had a serious rise in ethical incidents, and 
therefore must have an ethics problem. If this is in fact the case, one might wonder why 
USSOCOM’s diverse Comprehensive Review Team composed of 30 members from SOF, 
DOD senior leadership positions, and academia subject matter experts claimed in 
December 2019 that “USSOCOM does not have a systemic ethics problem.”119 Or why, 
when questioned about SEAL ethical incidents in 2019, did the senior enlisted leader of 
USSOCOM—Command Chief Master Sergeant Gregory Smith—say, “We do not have a 
systemic problem. We have a pretty large population of Naval Special warfare [operators] 
and overwhelmingly the vast majority—99.8% are at the top of the line.”120 And finally, 
why, in 2018, did former Undersecretary of the Navy Thomas Modly state:  
These obviously are high-profile because they do come from our most elite 
warfighting areas, but my sense is that we don’t have a cultural problem 
there. Obviously, we’re concerned about it — it doesn’t reflect well on the 
service. But these are fairly isolated incidents.121 
 
118 Rear Admiral Collin Green, “Letter from the Commander.” 
119 USSOCOM, Comprehensive Review, 4. 
120 Schogol, “Booze. Coke. Hazing. Forced Redeployment. What’s Wrong with the Navy SEALs?” 
121 Harkins, “Official Says Navy SEALs Testing Positive for Drugs and Other Infractions Are 
‘Isolated Incidents.’” 
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In the same article Task and Purpose writer Gina Harkins went on to say, “While Modly 
said he doesn’t have any data to support the idea that SEALs aren’t committing more 
misconduct than special operators in other services, his impression is that the Navy’s elite 
aren’t faring any worse than Army, Air Force or Marine Corps commandos.”122 A staunch 
critic might argue that the military apparatus, and SOF specifically, is corrupt and all of 
these various sources are simply trying to cover up years of SEAL or SOF misconduct. 
However, this would only constitute conjecture. It is my claim instead, that virtually every 
proposed answer surrounding the supposed SEAL problem has missed a critical part of the 
equation—self-aggrandizement. In response, this chapter posits an argument based on 
three foundational premises: 
1. There has not been a significant increase in ethical misconduct amongst 
active-duty Navy SEALs.  
2. The self-aggrandizing actions of the SEAL counterculture have placed a 
spotlight on all Navy SEALs (and USSOCOM and NSW by proximity), 
allowing the perception of a SEAL ethics problem to take form.  
3. This perceived increase in SEAL misconduct—and SOF misconduct for 
that matter—would not have been possible without the self-promotional 
actions of the SEAL minority counterculture.  
To provide the logical framework for these premises, I first discuss the timeline of five key 
events that created the SEAL counterculture we know today. Notably, in this first section 
I pay particularly close attention to the group of counterculture SEALs who have 
continuously participated as political pundits for conservative political causes and the right-
wing media. Second, I explain how the actions of the SEAL counterculture, specifically 
their political actions, contributed to the media responding with attacks aimed at 
discrediting SEALs. Third, I describe how, and the reasons why, the SEAL narrative in 
society and the media drastically changed from one of lionization to one of demonization. 




and the military. Lastly, I provide quantitative evidence that suggests the negative 
characterization of SEALs came as a result of media coverage and the self-promotional 
actions of the SEAL counterculture.  
A. THE EVOLUTION OF SEAL SELF-AGGRANDIZEMENT: HOW WE 
GOT HERE 
In the future, the pernicious aspects of elite unit prominence may appear 
more frequently at the margins of the developed world.123 
In 1978, writing on the negative effects of elite unit prominence, Eliot Cohen states 
that an elite unit rises to prominence under two conditions: (1) “when a political leader 
takes interest in the unit either for romantic or political reasons,” and (2) when an elite unit 
“offers politicians a way out of a serious politico-military problem.”124 Cohen’s conditions 
were met in force for Navy SEALs following the Osama bin Laden (OBL) raid in 2011. 
And though the OBL raid was arguably the most sensational, a multitude of events and 
factors transpired to turn the SEAL counterculture into what it is today. The purpose of this 
timeline is to provide evidence to my claim that the “SEAL problem” finds its root cause 
in the actions of the SEAL counterculture, not ethical misconduct.  
SEAL Team Six: Dick Marcinko and Dennis Chalker 
The first notable instances of SEAL self-aggrandizement find their origins in the 
plank owners of SEAL Team Six, Commander Richard “Dick” Marcinko and his 
Command Master Chief Dennis Chalker.125 Both men stood up the counter-terrorist unit 
in 1980 and were some of the first to cash-in on the SEAL brand—publishing 27 books 
between the two of them since 1992. Interestingly, the title of Marcinko’s first work bears 
a striking resemblance to many of the books authored by the SEAL counterculture today:  
Rogue Warrior: The Explosive #1 New York Times Bestselling 
Autobiography of the Controversial, Death Defying Founder of the U.S. 
Navy’s Top Secret Counterterrorist Unit SEAL Team Six 
 
123 Cohen, Commandos and Politicians, 101. 
124 Cohen, 93–96. 
125 Plank-owner: a member of a command at the time of its commissioning.  
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While Marcinko and Chalker clearly missed the SEAL publicity wave in many regards, 
their actions demonstrate the first significant case of SEAL leadership setting the example 
for acceptable conduct post service.  
2001-2010: SEAL Self-Aggrandizement Becomes Viable in the Marketplace 
After 9/11, global demand for SOF capabilities rose dramatically. The 2006 
Quadrennial Defense Review Report (QDR) called for a 15% growth in SOF, even though 
the second and third SOF truths state:126 
Quality is better than quantity. 
Special Operations Forces cannot be mass produced.127 
 
Crowell notes that during this same time, “NSW went through a phase when the leadership 
felt it could boost recruiting by taking an ‘entertainment’ approach.”128 Following the 
QDR, a Navy SEAL Captain told a CNN reporter in 2007, “We need to grow our special 
operations forces across the services. And for the Navy that means an additional 500 
SEALs. My job is to grow the force, to get more guys through here, but never reduce the 
quality.”129  
Since 1999 USSOCOM has more than doubled, growing from 29,500 military 
personnel to 65,152 in 2020.130 Today, SEALs make up 2,998 (4.6%) of USSOCOM’s 
total force.131 If NSW was successful in adding at least 500 SEALs to the force, and the 
numbers suggest it was, then it is hard to believe the force could expand so much without 
sacrificing quality and creating unexpected problems. Cohen validates this claim writing: 
An elite unit must be justifiable to a degree if it is to exist at all. In order to 
grow, however, it must either attract a high-level patron of the romantic type 
 
126 Secretary of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report. 
127 “SOF Truths,” USSOCOM, 2021, https://www.socom.mil/about/sof-truths. 
128 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 25. 
129 Paul Vercammen, “Navy Needs More SEALs,” CNN.com, June 21, 2007, https://www.cnn.com/
2007/US/06/19/SEALS.btsc/index.html. 
130 Cancian, U.S. Military Forces in FY 2021, 103. 
131 Howard III, “Posture Statement of Rear Admiral H.W. Howard III, USN Commander, Naval 
Special Warfare Command,” 1. 
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or offer political benefits to less heroically minded politicians. When, 
under such conditions, it expands beyond the minimum number 
required for its reasonably defined military role, a number of political 
and military problems occur.132  
B. EVENT 1: LONE SURVIVOR (2007) 
During the same time USSOCOM was busy bolstering recruitment, in June 2007, 
former SEAL Marcus Luttrell published his first book, No. 1 New York Times bestseller, 
Lone Survivor. The fact that Luttrell’s book reached the No. 1 list deserves a brief pause—
because “by most estimates, you need to sell at least 10,000 copies in a single week just to 
appear on the list, and potentially 30,000–100,000 to hit the #1 spot.”133 What is more, of 
the three million books published each year, fewer than 500 (.02%) make it on the New 
York Times Bestseller List.134 And yet, of the 145 SEAL books tabulated in this research, 
17% of them have made the list—a statistically improbable feat. That said, the 
preponderance of SEAL books on the New York Times bestseller list clearly highlights the 
marketability of the SEAL brand.  
Despite the fact that Luttrell’s first book is filled with “unabashed braggadocio,”135 
prescriptive fabrications, and partisan stabs directed at liberal media, it is a unique case. 
First, it is unique because it was sanctioned by NSW—likely because of what Crowell 
terms NSW’s “entertainment approach” to recruiting.136 Second, and as Crowell agrees, 
Lone Survivor and the archetypal hero myth narrative it portrays, demonstrated the 
profitability of making similar stories public—effectively setting the conditions for other 
SEALs to do the same. As a result, the publishing of Lone Survivor, and its corresponding 
 
132 Cohen, Commandos and Politicians, 52 (emphasis mine). 
133 Jared A. Brock, “These 7 Pieces of Writing Advice Helped Create 494 New York Times 
Bestsellers,” The Writing Cooperative, January 5, 2018, https://writingcooperative.com/these-7-pieces-of-
writing-advice-helped-create-494-new-york-times-bestsellers-95ebbad855c. 
134 Burcu Yucesoy et al., “Success in Books: A Big Data Approach to Bestsellers,” EPJ Data Science 
7, no. 1 (December 2018): 1–25, https://doi.org/10.1140/epjds/s13688-018-0135-y. 
135 Rich Mokoto, “He Lived to Tell the Tale (and Write a Best Seller),” New York Times, August 9, 
2007, https://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/09/books/09seal.html. 
136 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 25. 
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popularity in the marketplace, was the first major event that launched SEAL self-
aggrandizement into the stratosphere. 
NSW’s “Entertainment Approach” to Recruiting 
Following the printing of Lone Survivor, NSW made good on increasing recruiting 
efforts by endorsing the production of the movie Act of Valor in 2008.137 Then, in the wake 
of the 2008 recession, “America’s Navy” posted a three-part YouTube “Navy SEAL 
workout series” wherein active-duty SEAL instructors demonstrate multiple “Navy SEAL” 
exercises.138 The official and inelegant nature of the videos suggest that they were 
approved, and likely directed by the Navy or NSW—to date the videos have garnered over 
two million views. In 2009, a book titled Official Issue Guide Naval Special Warfare 
Command: Navy SEAL Physical Fitness, was reprinted for the fifth of eight times. In the 
varying editions, the cover appears to be the only deviation, with the SEAL Trident making 
an appearance on the cover of the 2013 edition.139 It is indeterminate whether the 
deviations—which clearly made the books more marketable to prospective SEAL 
trainees—were sanctioned or selected by NSW, but the making of the book in 1997 
undoubtedly was. Furthermore, in April 2009, Captain Richard Philips was successfully 
rescued by members of SEAL Team 6 after being taken hostage by Somali pirates. The 
mission was highly celebrated by American society, media, and politicians alike—and was 
ultimately adapted into a 2013 movie that would gross $218.7 million worldwide.140 Yet 
another example of the romanticization and political exploitation of the SEALs.  
 
137 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 25.  
138 America’s Navy, Navy SEAL Workout Series (1 of 3): Core Advantage, 2008, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X4vacQnspQI. 




140 “Captain Phillips,” IMDb, October 10, 2013, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1535109/. 
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C. EVENT 2: OPERATION NEPTUNE SPEAR (2011)
Where Lone Survivor marked the first NSW-approved, highly successful, and
individual act of SEAL self-aggrandizement, the successful killing of OBL by SEAL Team 
6 “was the spark that ignited NSW’s rise to prominence in contemporary American 
culture.”141 Shortly after the raid, members of President Obama’s administration 
purposefully exposed sensitive and classified information to the media, according to the 
conservative press, as a way to “boost his approval ratings” before the 2012 election.142
However, this extraordinary act of political exploitation triggered more than just “NSW’s 
rise to prominence in contemporary American culture.” 143 Going further, the high-profile 
politicization of the OBL raid initiated a wave that would grow into a tsunami of SEAL 
political exploitation. Cohen provides invaluable insight here, saying “an elite unit offers 
the public the illusion if not the reality of brilliant and sudden military success. Even when 
the minutiae of a particular escapade are forgotten, the reputation of heroism remains.”144 
Cohen’s knowledge here is very useful in the coming pages, because in the years following 
the OBL raid, and even still today, the societal renown given SEALs as a result of the bin 
Laden raid, remains. This renown effectively awarded anyone who has ever worn a SEAL 
Trident instantaneous social and political legitimacy. The implications of this often-
questionable legitimacy, especially of the political flavor, have had tremendous negative 
consequences, but I will return to this.  
D. EVENT 3: ACT OF VALOR (2012)
In February of the following year, the film Act of Valor, featuring actors played by
“real life Navy SEALs” and sponsored by NSW, was released, grossing $83 million 
141 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 23. 
142 Michael Goodwin, “Is Obama Leaking Details of Bin Laden Killing to Boost His Approval 
Ratings?,” Fox News (Fox News, August 15, 2011), https://www.foxnews.com/opinion/is-obama-leaking-
details-of-bin-laden-killing-to-boost-his-approval-ratings. 
143 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 23. 
144 Cohen, Commandos and Politicians, 50. 
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worldwide.145 Regarding Act of Valor, and again pointing to quiet professionalism’s deep-
rooted connection to trust and accountability, Crowell notes:  
Act of Valor may have seemed like a good idea at the time. But NSW’s 
willingness to selectively forsake the SEAL Ethos in order to raise 
awareness points to a compromise in values that ultimately undermined 
the traditional trust relationship between the leadership and the men… 
Unfortunately, and at a minimum, even if NSW did not consciously set out 
to compromise its values, it sent confusing messages to SEALs 
throughout the larger active duty and retired communities, and in the 
end only perpetuated the cycle of commercialization that is currently 
causing NSW so much grief.146 
In his book Organizational Culture and Leadership, Edgar Schein says, “Some of the 
mechanisms leaders use to communicate their beliefs, values, and assumptions are 
conscious, deliberate actions; others are unconscious and may even be unintended… The 
leader may be conflicted and may be sending mutually contradictory messages.”147 The 
unconscious message NSW sent by greenlighting Act of Valor was that SEAL self-
promotion is acceptable—and after all, what we allow in our presence becomes our 
standard.  
E. EVENT 4: SEALS AS POLITICAL PUNDITS
Elite units may be misleading or ambiguous symbols, distorting serious
public and governmental discussion of complex issues, encouraging instead
a preoccupation with martial theater.148
To recap events 2 and 3, the political exploitation of the OBL raid, and other high-
profile missions, combined to give Navy SEALs immediate political and social legitimacy, 
while the sanctioning of Act of Valor by NSW unintentionally established a precedent that 
SEAL self-promotion was acceptable. As a result, in addition to writing books and things 
145 “Act of Valor,” Box Office Mojo, 2021, https://www.boxofficemojo.com/release/rl2118157825/. 
146 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 26 (emphasis mine).  
147 Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership, 3rd ed., The Jossey-Bass Business & 
Management Series (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004), 253. 
148 Cohen, Commandos and Politicians, 65. 
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of that nature, former SEALs began entering the political space. Again, they were able to 
do this because NSW essentially gave the self-aggrandizement greenlight by approving Act 
of Valor (event 3). Secondly, the political and social credibility garnered from the OBL 
raid (event 2), gave former SEALs the legitimacy and celebrity status needed to succeed in 
the political arena—or at the least to appear as a talking head on political media sources. 
Crowell also observed this growth in SEAL political activism, stating that this political 
faction of the counterculture “form the core of what is becoming a special interest pressure 
group that uses the credibility of special operations to push partisan politics.”149 
This engagement in various types of political activism by former SEALs carries 
with it a unique set of extremely complicated and pernicious implications that will take 
time to unpack. Ignoring the fact, as Crowell concurs, that this type of action “is at clear 
odds with the SEAL Ethos,” the fact remains that SEALs, politicians, and media sources 
have continually used the credibility of SEALs as a “political weapon.”150 The harm 
caused by these implications further expands when we consider that the credibility of 
counterculture SEALs has been used primarily to push partisan politics for the right. 
Crowell provided evidence of this by conducting a key phrase search in 2015, which 
included the terms “Navy SEAL,” “MSNBC,” “CNN,” and “Fox News.” Table 8 provides 
the results of Crowell’s 2015 and my 2021 search.  
Table 8. SEAL Partisan Affiliation in the Media 










2015151 306,000 512,000 3,620,000 
2021 399,000 1,400,000 7,650,000 
% Increase 30.39% 173.44% 111.33% 
 
 
149 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 33. 
150 Crowell, 21. 
151 Crowell, 15. 
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Ultimately though, Table 8 only demonstrates a loose correlation between SEAL 
participation on various media sources and political partisanship. Acknowledging this, 
Table 9 presents quotations and actions of former SEALs—or those with SEAL 
affiliation—that constitutes stronger evidence that following events two and three, former 
SEALs increasingly used their SEAL credibility as a weapon to advocate primarily on the 
right, or hyper-partisan right, of the political aisle.  
Table 9. Examples of SEAL Right-Wing Partisanship 
Date Former SEAL or SEAL Led 
Organization 
SEAL Right-Wing Political Partisanship  
2012 
Special Operations OPSEC 
Fund (Led by multiple high 
profile SEAL pariahs) 
In August 2012, “Special Operations OPSEC Education 
Fund Inc. launched a campaign criticizing President Barack 
Obama for unfairly taking credit for killing Osama bin 
Laden and leaking national security information for political 
gain.”152 
2012 
Ryan Zinke (U.S. 
Representative of Montana and 
Trumps future Secretary of 
Interior) 
In July 2012 Ryan Zinke, “a Montana State Senator and 
former commander of Navy SEAL Team Six, started a super 
PAC, Special Operations for America, which is dedicated to 
supporting Mitt Romney and hitting President Obama on 
leaks and on politicizing bin Laden’s death.”153 
2012 
Carl Higbie (spokesman for 
Great American PAC, Birther 
conspiracist, and Trump 
surrogate) 
After being kicked out of the Navy for writing a book 
condemning President Obama and chronicling the problems 
with the country, Higbie went on Fox News to say, “Our 
President [Obama] is driving this country into a hole. Me 
and people like me are saying through this book; Hey 
President Obama, we will not let you destroy this country, 
and we will defend it by any and all means necessary.”154 
2012 
Ben Smith (spokesman for 
OPSEC fund and Tea Party 
Express) 
“You [President Obama] are an Imposter, You are a Muslim 
(Cassius Clay, Lew Alcindor, Barry Soetoro), You are the 
Manchurian President and may you go back to the country 
you were born in when you are deposed you little, little man 
(and take all your communist sympathizers with you).”155 
 
152 Hunter Walker, “Former Navy SEAL Team Six Commander Says Special Ops Assault on Obama 
Is Just Beginning,” Observer, August 16, 2012, https://observer.com/2012/08/seal-assault-just-beginning/. 
153 Walker. 
154 Outspoken Navy SEAL Forced Out?, video (Fox News, 2012), https://video.foxnews.com/v/
1771286934001#sp=show-clips. 
155 Jake Tapper, “President Obama Says He Doesn’t Take Anti-Obama Navy SEALs Group ‘Too 
Seriously,’” ABC News, August 21, 2012, http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2012/08/president-obama-
says-he-doesnt-take-anti-obama-navy-seals-group-too-seriously. 
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Date Former SEAL or SEAL Led 
Organization 
SEAL Right-Wing Political Partisanship  
2013 Taya Kyle (The wife of former Navy SEAL Chris Kyle) 
Fox News Hires ‘American Sniper’ Chris Kyle’s wife as 
Contributor.156  
2014 
Ryan Zinke (U.S. 
Representative of Montana and 
Trump’s future Secretary of 
Interior) 
In a 2014 campaign ad, “1988, Ryan Zinke assigned as 
Platoon Commander ST-1, John Lewis enters 5th grade. 
1996, Ryan Zinke assigned as senior ground force 
commander SEAL Team 6, John Lewis graduates high 
school. Zinke later serves as acting commander of special 
forces in Iraq... Two Montanans, two lives, one ready to lead 
in Congress, Zinke.”157  
2015 
Eric Greitens (former 
Governor of Missouri who is 
currently running for a seat in 
the Senate) 
In a 2015 Fox News article, after discussing his “four tours 
of duty as a Navy SEAL officer,” condemns the Democratic 
party stating that “liberals aren’t just wrong. The problem is 
their ideas don’t work, and often hurt the people they claim 
to help.”158 
2016 Tej Gill (Fox News Guest) 
Marketing a T-Shirt on Fox News that he made which says, 
“Hillary Clinton killed my friends [referring to 
Benghazi].”159  
2019 
Floyd McLendon (ran for a 
Republican House seat in 
Texas in 2020) 
Wore his Navy dress white uniform, SEAL Trident, and 
medals to his campaign kick-off event. Both the Navy and 
the Marine Corps prohibit wearing a uniform at political 
events, even for “retired members and members of reserve 
components.”160 
 
Table 9 provides just a few examples of former SEALs pushing various right wing 
political agendas. Notably, the examples in Table 9 represent a small sample size—
hundreds, if not thousands more instances of such political action by former SEALs can be 
easily found. In particular though, the hyper-partisan right-wing ties of the Special 
Operations OPSEC Fund garnered significant attention both in the media, as well as in the 
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SOF community. In a 2012 article published by CNN, former JSOC and USSOCOM 
Commander Admiral William McRaven was quoted: 
While McRaven said former SEALs have the right to express their opinions, 
he wants any link to the active-duty force to be kept out of it. “By attaching 
a special operations moniker or a unit or service name to a political agenda, 
those individuals have now violated the most basic of our military 
principles,”161 McRaven said in his e-mail message to the troops.162  
What is especially important to note here though, is that regardless of what side of the 
political aisle these men stand, their words demonstrate an inherent taking of sides. 
Moreover, the simple act of a former SEAL appearing on a media source like Fox News 
provides credibility to that news source’s partisan agenda simply via association. This fact 
is not lost on one reporter, Max Fisher, who published an article in 2014 titled Stop 
Exploiting Navy SEALs for money and political points. In the article Fisher says:  
This is a uniquely American phenomenon, whereby any debate can 
supposedly be won by having a former Navy SEAL publicly agree with 
you... Former SEALs have been frequently quoted as authorities on 
President Obama’s role in planning the Osama bin Laden raid, on Middle 
East policy, on White House communications, on the 2013 government 
shutdown, even on smartphones. When it comes to any subject even 
remotely related to national security, the ultimate conversation-ender is to 
be able to say, ‘I found a retired Navy SEAL who agrees with me.’163 
So, outside of the fact that these actions are antithetical to the SEAL Ethos, one might 
reasonably wonder why I am making such a fuss over SEAL participation in right-wing 
partisan politics. The primary reason is because the raising of SEALs to the level of 
archetypal hero in American culture, combined with their engagement in right-wing 
 
161 Ironically, given that his status as a high-ranking former SEAL is common knowledge in 
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2020 election; even publishing a 2019 article in the New York Times titled Our Republic Is Under Attack 
from the President [Trump]. Source: William H. McRaven, “Our Republic Is Under Attack From the 
President,” New York Times, October 17, 2019, sec. Opinion, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/17/
opinion/trump-mcraven-syria-military.html. 
162 Barbara Starr, “Allegations of Sexual Assault, Cocaine Use among SEAL Teams Prompt ‘Culture’ 
Review,” CNN, September 6, 2012, https://security.blogs.cnn.com/2012/09/06/navy-seals-a-battle-for-the-
conscience/. 
163 Max Fisher, “Stop Exploiting Navy SEALs for Money and Political Points,” Vox, June 9, 2014, 
https://www.vox.com/2014/6/9/5792942/stop-exploiting-navy-seals-for-money-and-political-points. 
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political activism, established conditions for negative future consequences. These 
conditions are summarized here:  
1. The cultivation of SEALs as archetypal heroes, and the SEAL 
counterculture’s willingness to self-promote, engendered a spotlight effect 
whereby media, politicians, and society began closely scrutinizing the 
actions of all SEALs following events 1–3 (1. Lone Survivor, 2. OBL, 3. 
Act of Valor). 
2. As SEALs began volunteering to be partisan puppets for the political right, 
their newly endowed political and social credibility served to legitimize 
various conservative agendas, in-turn creating a severe—and I will argue 
later, an existential—threat for the political left.164  
Taken together, these conditions—which fundamentally derive from the actions of the 
SEAL counterculture—created a notable change in the media’s portrayal of SEALs in the 
years that followed. This narrative change appears to have come as a result of first, the 
spotlight the counterculture cast on the force, and second, the engagement of the 
counterculture in media sanctioned right-wing political activism. The distinct shift in the 
media’s SEAL narrative appears to have occurred in 2014, when Matt Bissonnette and Rob 
O’Neill began bickering over who supposedly shot bin Laden.  
F. EVENT 5: THE MEN “WHO KILLED” BIN LADEN (2014) 
We did a disservice to the young guys who have been coming up through 
the SEAL ranks post-9/11. Basically, we didn’t teach them how to keep 
their mouths shut. We cared more about them getting through BUD/S 
training and getting them out on the battlefield than we cared about teaching 
them OPSEC [Operations Security], teaching them to keep things secret that 
 
164 It is important to note that the media was virtually silent regarding SEAL misconduct from 2011–
2013 and then again in 2015 (the spike in 2014 was a result of Rob O’Neill and Matt Bissonnette). If the 
right-wing partisanship of SEALs was a threat to the political left as I claim, this absence of negative news 
is suspect. However, there seem to be two probable reasons for this lack of negative publicity. First, and 
likely because SEAL political participation was a new phenomenon, the media did not have a sufficient 
cause to scrutinize SEALs. Second, and most probably, it was culturally untenable for the left to criticize 
SEALs given their hero status and associated credibility in the eyes of American society.  
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need to be secret. And it’s bitten us in the ass… I guess guys like [Robert] 
O’Neill forgot that we’re supposed to be the silent professionals.165 
In the four months following the OBL raid, Matthew Bissonnette published his 
book, No Easy Day: The Autobiography of a Navy Seal: The Firsthand Account of the 
Mission That Killed Osama bin Laden. In it he claims that he was the operator who fired 
the shots that killed bin Laden. However, in 2014, Robert O’Neill also spotlighted himself, 
claiming that he was actually the one to kill OBL. The two supposed brothers in arms 
continued to bicker on the world stage in the months that followed, with O’Neill ultimately 
coming out on top, at least in the media. But the implications of O’Neill and Bissonnette’s 
schoolyard bickering had much more significant consequences then their immature 
behavior might imply. Scrutiny surrounded both men as soon as each entered the public 
arena, with the media critically questioning whether their intentions were righteous, or 
merely self-promotional.166 However, the controversy escalated substantially when the 
two initiated their unfriendly contest to win the title: “the man who shot Bin Laden.”  
In releasing such a high-profile controversy, O’Neill and Bissonnette provided 
politicians, media, and society with a highly visible and very large chink in the armor of 
Navy SEALs. They demonstrated, on a global stage, that the credibility SEALs garnered 
from the success of OBL, other high-profile missions, and their celebrity status, maybe was 
not so credible after all. The selfish example set by the OBL “shooters” was clearly devoid 
of virtue and perhaps the most shameful act of self-aggrandizement we have been witness 
to. It follows then, that this controversy: (1) gave Americans cause to question the virtue 
of all SEALs, and (2) simultaneously gave the “agenda-setting media,”167 in particular the 
political left, probable cause to begin looking closer and applying scrutiny to SEALs as a 
way to discredit the right by way of Navy SEALs. This argument insinuates that until this 
point, it was culturally untenable to apply such forced pressure to SEALs as it would likely 
 
165 Drury, “When Navy SEALs Go Rogue.” 
166 Former Navy SEAL Reveals Identity amid Controversy, Video (CBS This Morning, 2011), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JPTf0uvekEw. 
167 “Agenda-setting media” is a term I have borrowed from Noam Chomsky. Source: Achbar and 
Wintonick, Manufacturing Consent Noam Chomsky and the Media. 
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have been viewed as a partisan attack on Americas archetypal hero.168 But, O’Neill and 
Bissonnette appear to have broken through the partisan divide, giving both parties cause to 
question the two men’s actions and therefore the virtue and credibility of SEALs.  
At this point, I concede that the reader might be skeptical of this hypothesis for a 
couple reasons; I will address these reasons in Chapter IX. Regardless of this, my research 
demonstrates a substantial shift in the agenda-setting medias portrayal of SEALs following 
O’Neill and Bissonnette’s foray into the public space. In the remainder of this research, I 
provide evidence to support the claims made here in an attempt to remove any doubt that 
this is in fact the case. To do this, first, I briefly discuss the agenda-setting media’s effect 
on society and the military. 
  
 
168 The fourth pillar (Flak and Enforcers) of Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman’s propaganda 
model states that it is in the best interest of media to avoid reporting specific kinds of facts or opinions so as 
to avoid garnering flak in the form of letters, lawsuits, legislative actions, etc. In alignment with this section 
of the model, it is my claim that airing news overly critical of SEALs was untenable due to SEALs 
archetypal hero status in American culture, and therefore, until O’Neill and Bissonnette, was not an avenue 
the media could exploit. Source: Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy 
of the Mass Media, 26. 
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VI. MEDIA’S EFFECT ON SOCIETY AND THE MILITARY 
Premise 1: The media must influence society and the military. 
I previously stated that the O’Neill-Bissonnette scandal was the mechanism that 
initiated a paradigmatic change in the agenda-setting medias portrayal of Navy SEALs. 
Principally, this narrative change was the mass media’s natural predatory response to 
SEAL self-promotion and, more crucially, the counterculture’s engagement in right-wing 
partisanship. As a result, I claim that the media engaged in a propaganda campaign to paint 
SEALs, and SOF by approximation, in a negative light. This in turn resulted in a perception 
that SEALs are systemically unethical, among other things. It is my hypothesis that this 
change in narrative served to instigate NSW’s search for the root cause of the “SEAL 
problem” and very likely influenced the decision to conduct the Comprehensive Ethics 
Review of USSOCOM. For this argument to be valid though, the agenda-setting media 
must play a significant role in influencing society and the military. This relationship is what 
I next discuss.  
A. THE MEDIA’S FUNCTION: NOAM CHOMSKY AND EDWARD 
HERMAN  
But now, with a most inhuman cruelty, they who have put out the people’s 
eyes, reproach them of their blindness.169 
In 1988, Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman published what has been referred to 
as the definitive book for explaining the political economy of the mass media: 
Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media.170 In it, the authors 
define the ideal function of mass media as follows:  
The mass media serve as a system for communicating messages and 
symbols to the general populace. It is their function to amuse, entertain, and 
inform, and to inculcate individuals with the values, beliefs, and codes of 
 
169 John Milton, in The Prose Works of John Milton, vol. 1, 1642, An Apology for Smectymnuus 
Section VIII, https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/griswold-the-prose-works-of-john-milton-vol-1#lf0233-
01_head_034. 
170 James R Bennett, “Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media,” 
Contemporary Sociology 18, no. 6 (1989): 937–38, https://doi.org/10.2307/2074220. 
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behavior that will integrate them into the institutional structures of the larger 
society… It is the medias’ societal purpose to assert meaningful control over 
the political process by providing them with the information needed for the 
political discharge of political responsibilities.171 
However, in testing their propaganda model, Chomsky and Herman found that the actual 
function of mass media is quite different from the ideal, stating:  
On the contrary, a propaganda model suggests that the “societal 
purpose” of the media is to inculcate and defend the economic, social, 
and political agenda of privileged groups that dominate the domestic 
society and the state. The media serve this purpose in many ways: 
through selection of topics, distribution of concerns, framing of issues, 
filtering of information, emphasis and tone, and by keeping debate 
within the bounds of acceptable premises… In sum, the mass media of 
the United States are effective and powerful ideological institutions that 
carry out a system-supportive propaganda function by reliance on 
market forces, internalized assumptions and self-censorship, and without 
significant overt coercion.172  
Chomsky’s and Herman’s work explicitly supports my argument that the agenda-
setting media is more than capable of—and whose actual function is to— create and foster 
a perception or narrative that best suits the “economic, social, and political agenda of 
privileged groups.”173 It then follows that the mass media has a much greater impact and 
exerts much more control on society, and therefore the military, than we often think. Using 
Chomsky’s and Herman’s characterization of the media’s function as a guide, I next 
explore the implications of this impact and control by examining the CNN Effect.  
B. THE CNN EFFECT AND THE ILLUSION OF CHOICE 
Whoever controls the media, controls the mind.174 
 
171 Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 1 & 
298. 
172 Chomsky, and Herman, 306 (emphasis mine). 
173 Chomsky, and Herman, 298. 
174 Jim Morrison, “Quotes,” Brainy Quote, 2021, https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/
jim_morrison_167304. 
69 
Where Herman’s and Chomsky’s work demonstrates the forces at play that factor 
into what media propagates, the influence media plays in society and on the military has 
also been studied. Termed the CNN Effect, the theories’ fundamental presupposition 
suggests that the agenda-setting media (i.e., New York Times, Washington Post, CNN, 
FOX, etc.) influences U.S. foreign policy and diplomacy. In fact, Steven Livingston argues 
that, “the impact of these new global, real-time media is typically regarded as substantial, 
if not profound.”175 Livingston argues that the CNN Effect can be understood to influence 
U.S. foreign policy and diplomacy in three ways: “(1) as a policy agenda setting agent, (2) 
as an impediment to the achievement of desired policy goals, and (3) as an accelerant to 
policy decision making.”176 Further clarifications of these effects are provided in 
Figure 3.  
Figure 3. Conceptual Variations of CNN Effect177 
175 Steven Livingston, The CNN Effect: An Examination of Media Effects According to Type of 
Military Intervention (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Joan Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics and Public 
Policy, John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, 1997), 1. 
176 Livingston, 2. 
177 Source: Livingston, The CNN Effect, 2. 
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The evidence laid out here would suggest, for many, that the media itself is indeed 
controlled by a concentration of powerful institutions, groups, or individuals who possesses 
an unsettling amount of ownership over the media narrative. This narrative in turn has 
“profound” effects on society and, by offshoot, the military at large. Of course, it can be 
said of nearly any institution that some concentration of powerful institutions, groups, or 
individuals have an outsized level of influence on it. But the evidence presented here 
suggests that this is particularly pronounced with the media. What is notable though, is that 
the work cited here—of Chomsky, Herman, and Livingston—was written before the year 
2000. Today the relationship between media, technology and society has become even 
more complex, as Rosa Brooks notes, “For most of history technological and social 
transformation happened over thousands of years, but today…due to our 
interconnectedness it can happen almost immediately.”178 Despite this increased 
complexity, media is also more consolidated today than it has ever been. For instance: 
• In 1988, there were over 28,000 media sources (i.e., Newspapers,
magazines, radio & TV stations, book publishers, etc.)—and “23
corporations owned and controlled over 50% of the business in each
medium, in some cases [having] a virtual monopoly.”179
• In 2020 “6 media giants control a staggering 90%” of the media. This
means that “232 media executives’ control what 277,000,000
Americans read, watch, or listen to (that’s one media exec to 850,000
subscribers).”180
In light of this, let’s take a brief step back and objectively note that the political 
climate in United States today is extremely divided along partisan lines.181 To varying 
degrees, this polarization has influenced activism in the form of cancel/woke culture, has 
rejuvenated claims of widespread systemic American racism, and has propelled the 
178 Brooks, How Everything Became War and the Military Became Everything, 264. 
179 Mark Achbar and Peter Wintonick, Manufacturing Consent Noam Chomsky and the Media 
(Zeitgeist Video, 1992) (emphasis mine).  
180 Nickie Louise, “These 6 Corporations Control 90% of the Media Outlets in America. The Illusion 
of Choice and Objectivity,” Tech Startups, September 18, 2020, https://techstartups.com/2020/09/18/6-
corporations-control-90-media-america-illusion-choice-objectivity-2020/, (emphasis mine). 




practice of identity politics, censorship, mandated speech laws and various forms of 
ideologically driven or politically charged extremism including the storming of the capital 
building, all during a worldwide pandemic. At the heart of these trends is what Chomsky 
calls the “agenda-setting media,” and the influence they exert to “inculcate and defend the 
economic, social, and political agenda of privileged groups that dominate the domestic 
society and the state.”182 Taking these observations back full circle to Navy SEALs, what 
I am suggesting here harkens back to Newton’s third law of motion which says, “For every 
action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.”183 If we are to understand the function and 
influence of the agenda-setting media in the way I have just described, the next logical step 
suggests that the media had a functional requirement to negatively paint SEALs as a result 
of: (1) the cultivation of SEAL celebrity status, and (2) because of counterculture right-
wing partisanship. The byproduct of this complicated dynamic is that the self-promoting 
SEALs unwittingly drafted all SEALs into a media war being waged on both sides of the 
political aisle—a battle they should never have been a part of in the first place. 
Premise 2: Counterculture engagement in right-wing partisanship must have 
sufficiently threatened the interests and beliefs of the media to prompt a response. 
As I have shown, the media has a profound impact on society and the military, but 
the question has yet to be answered: why would liberal media target SEALs broadly? The 
first answer is obvious. The SEAL counterculture, by way of self-promotion, put the entire 
force in the spotlight, and “sensational” news sells. The second answer is somewhat less 
obvious however, so let us take time to unpack it. While the counterculture put the entire 
force in the spotlight, the standard forms of counterculture self-promotion (books, movies, 
social media, etc.) pose no threat to the interests of media or politicians. In fact, the opposite 
is true, because when SEALs—America’s Heroes—go on CNN or Fox News to promote 
whatever version of the Trident they are selling, this in turn garners viewership, money, 
and therefore keeps that media source viable in the marketplace (Propaganda Model points 
 
182 Achbar and Wintonick, Manufacturing Consent Noam Chomsky and the Media; Chomsky, and 
Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 298. 
183 Isaac Newton, “Newton’s Laws of Motion,” Oxford Reference, 1687, https://doi.org/10.1093/oi/
authority.20110803100232420. 
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1 and 2). However, when SEALs engage in partisan politics, and by doing so directly 
oppose a political party (in this case the left), this is a direct threat to that media sources’ 
agenda and ideological beliefs (again reference Propaganda Model 1 and 2). Since the 
SEAL minority counterculture aligned itself with right-wing political activism, left wing 
media opposition (since the SEAL brand is now part of the political landscape) was almost 
predictable. So then, the resulting media response cannot even reasonably be laid at the 
feet of the media landscape, rather such a response was the inevitable result of how the 
SEAL minority counterculture chose to position itself. Chomsky and Herman say:  
Powerful groups are capable of defending themselves, not surprisingly; and 
by media standards, it is a scandal when their position and rights are 
threatened. By contrast, as long as illegalities and violations of democratic 
substance are confined to marginal groups or distant victims of U.S. 
military attack, or result in a diffused cost imposed on the general 
population, media opposition is muted or absent altogether.184 
This quote from Chomsky and Herman supports my broader argument. Namely that the 
media was all but silent when SEALs were simply hawking books and selling $60 Trident 
hoodies.185 But, as soon as the actions of the SEAL political activists began threatening 
the interests of the political media—and therefore the corporations that own them—the 
media was functionally compelled to change the SEAL narrative, using NSW as a means 
to a political end.  
C. REORIENTING THE READER: SUMMARY OF KEY EVENTS  
As has been shown, five key events conspired to create the SEAL counterculture 
NSW is plagued with today. But more perniciously, the repercussions of these events 
 
184 Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 300 
(emphasis mine). 
185 There is a corollary to be drawn here with the large quantity of media reporting of SEAL 
misconduct that begins in 2016. Though the data has not been presented yet, the media is virtually silent 
regarding SEAL misconduct from 2001–2013 and then again in 2015 (see Figure 4). In the media, alleged 
misconduct spikes from 2016–2019, and drops to a statistically insignificant number from 2020–2021—yet 
claims of a “SEAL problem” still permeate the conversation today. The point is that if we use the media as 
the yardstick through which to measure this purported problem, the problem only exists from 2016–2019. 
But again, I argue that there is more to this story. 
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resulted in a palpable change in the media’s portrayal of SEALs, thus resulting in the 
creation of a perception that NSW has an ethics problem. In summary:  
1. Lone Survivor: The runaway success of Lone Survivor demonstrated to 
media, society, politicians, and SEALs the marketability of the SEAL 
brand.  
2. The Osama bin Laden Raid: The OBL raid, and its subsequent political 
exploitation, gave all SEALs immediate social and political legitimacy. 
3. Act of Valor: NSW’s sanctioning of Act of Valor, and its unfortunate but 
perfectly timed release, established a precedent for SEALs that cashing in 
on the SEAL brand was acceptable—thereby resulting in the explosion of 
self-aggrandizing behavior by former SEALs. 
4. SEALs as Political Pundits: Former SEALs increasingly began entering 
the political arena, pushing partisan politics primarily for the right—thus, 
threatening the ideological agenda and beliefs of the political left.  
5. Rob O’Neill and Matt Bissonnette: The controversy surrounding “the 
men who shot bin Laden” created a gateway for politicians and media to 
target SEALs as a means to a political end.  
The events and trends discussed here seem to have occurred in just the right way, 
at just the correct times to synergize with external socio-cultural phenomena taking place 
in the United States. As a result of these events and the varying external factors, a marked 
change in the SEAL narrative began to take shape in the media following the O’Neill and 
Bissonnette controversy. It is this change in the SEAL narrative and the supposed rise of 
SEAL ethical misconduct in the years that followed that I next address.  
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VII. THE SEAL NARRATIVE CHANGES AND ETHICAL 
MISCONDUCT “RISES” 
A. THE SEAL NARRATIVE CHANGES  
In an information-rich world, the wealth of information means a dearth of 
something else: a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes. What 
information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its 
recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.186 
Coming quickly on the tail end of the O’Neill-Bissonnette controversy, the SEAL 
narrative in the media appears to have dramatically changed from one of lionization to at 
best one of critical oversight, and at worst to one of demonization. The bin Laden scandal 
led even the right-wing media—the prime harnessers of SEAL credibility—to question the 
intentions of the two men; suggesting that O’Neill and Bissonnette’s actions were sufficient 
to bridge the partisan chasm in ways many have been unable. Table 10 provides a list of 
articles, whose titles and content demonstrate this narrative change. I have emboldened key 
words with the intention of highlighting the linguistic framing used that appears to have 
strategically aimed partisan agendas.  
 
186 Herbert Simon, Designing Organizations for an Information Rich World, ed. Martin Greenberger, 
In Computers, Communications, and the Public Interest (Baltimore, n.d.), 40–41. 
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187 Media Bias Sources: All Sides, “All Sides Media Bias Chart,” February 21, 2019, 
https://www.allsides.com/media-bias/media-bias-chart; Ad Fontes Media Inc., “Interactive Media Bias 
Chart,” 2021, https://www.adfontesmedia.com/interactive-media-bias-chart/. 
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As an important aside, the labeling in Table 10 of political biases with the 
corresponding media company was compiled using two non-partisan third party sources. 
Understanding this, the linguistic framing present in the article titles in Table 10 appear to be 
dual purposed, both in alleging some form of SEAL misconduct, and in artfully pushing a 
specific, arguably partisan, agenda. Note the interesting combination of “Donald Trump” and 
“Navy SEAL” in some of the articles (later, I argue that because of SEAL’s association with 
the right, the force has been categorized as advocates for the right, and therefore Trump). 
Importantly, most of the articles in Table 10 constitute only speculation. For instance, 
according to the best available open-source information, none of the SEALs accused of 
misconduct in the articles in Table 10 were convicted of any criminal offenses (with the 
exception of Eric Greitens, whose court ruling has not been finalized). Whatever the reason 
is, the point here is that these articles seem aimed at influencing group think; crafted to 
perpetuate a negative perception of SEALs. Chomsky and Herman support this idea, saying:  
There are other considerations that tend to induce obedience. A journalist 
or commentator who does not want to have to work too hard can survive, 
even gain respectability, by publishing information (official or leaks) from 
standard sources… The technical structure of the media virtually compels 
adherence to conventional thoughts; nothing else can be expressed between 
two commercials, or in seven hundred words, without the appearance of 
absurdity that is difficult to avoid when one is challenging familiar doctrine 
with no opportunity to develop facts or argument.188 
In an age where the average human attention span is shorter than that of a goldfish,189 
the message manufactured and distributed by the articles in Table 10 is that SEALs are 
unethical. The messaging does not target one SEAL, or a group of SEALs, but “Navy 
SEALs”: thus, lumping every SEAL into one neatly packaged breadbasket of ethical 
deviancy.  
As another, more pointed example, take The Intercept, which has published 16 
captious articles aimed at the SEAL community since 2017. Per the 2021 Ad Fontes Media 
 
188 Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 305. 
189 Microsoft conducted a study in 2015 that concluded the average human attention span dropped 
from “12 seconds in 2000, to 8 seconds in 2013” (a 25% decrease in 13 years). The average attention span 
of a goldfish is 9 seconds. Source: Attention Spans (Canada: Consumer Insights, Microsoft Canada, 2015), 
https://dl.motamem.org/microsoft-attention-spans-research-report.pdf, 6. 
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Bias Chart190 and Media Bias Fact Check,191 The Intercept sits politically on the border of 
“left and hyper partisan left,” with the reliability of articles falling into the category of “some 
reliability issues and/or extremism.” Of the 16 SEAL condemning articles, one author 
Matthew Cole, wrote 11 (68%). In his most famous article, The Crimes of SEAL Team 6, Cole 
alleges at least six instances of war crimes spanning the period of 2001–2017. Yet Cole cites, 
near exclusively, non-traceable sources writing things like “according to two SEAL Team 6 
sources,” or “according to three sources,” or “according to a retired SEAL Team 6 Leader,” 
and correspondingly makes accusations that in no way can be validated or fact checked.192 
What is more, The Intercept has a history of publishing “articles with strong emotionally 
loaded language,” of censoring reporters, and in at least one instance, of firing a reporter for 
fabricating quotes and creating email accounts to trick editors.193 
Now, to this point, I have simply produced a logical argument and provided strong 
evidence of SEAL counterculture self-aggrandizement and partisan political advocacy. In 
response to the actions of the counterculture, I have also claimed that the agenda-setting media 
targeted SEALs as a means to a political end—however, I have not yet provided quantifiable 
data that supports this claim. I have also not discussed ethical misconduct by active-duty 
SEALs, and thus have not validated Chief Smith’s, the Comprehensive Review Team’s, 
Thomas Modly’s, or my claim that SEALs do not in fact have a systemic ethics problem. The 
next sections aims to fill all of these gaps.  
B. ETHICAL INCIDENTS, NUMBER OF SEALS INVOLVED, AND 
PERCENT PER CAPITA (2001-2021) 
Recent incidents have called our culture and ethics into question and threaten 
the trust placed in us.194 
 
190 Ad Fontes Media Inc., “Interactive Media Bias Chart.” 
191 Media Bias Fact Check, “The Intercept,” Media Bias Fact Check, March 14, 2021, 
https://mediabiasfactcheck.com/the-intercept/. 
192 Cole, “The Crimes of SEAL Team 6.” 
193 Media Bias Fact Check, “The Intercept.” 
194 Commander of USSOCOM, General Richard Clarke, said in a 2019 memo to the force. Source: 
Starr, “Navy Seals.” 
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General Clarke’s comment came in 2019, in the wake of—or at least what appeared 
to be—a multiplicity of SOF ethical misconduct. But as I have claimed, there is more to this 
story than the simple categorization that SEALs and SOF are unethical, have a culture 
problem, or something else. To lend support to this argument, I conducted a Google key word 
search spanning 2001 to May 1, 2021. The search examined any alleged ethical misconduct 
of SEALs (active, reserve, or former195) in the media. This search was extensive but was 
constrained to relevant results found on the first five pages of each year. This constraint should 
not trouble the reader as—apart from 2016–2021—in most years, relevant results were largely 
absent after the first three pages. The condensed results are depicted in Figure 4 and Table 
11.196  
 
Figure 4. SEAL Misconduct in the Media: 2001 to May 1, 2021.197 
 
195 Typically, the term “retired” refers to a SEAL who completed a minimum of 20 years before 
leaving the Navy, whereas “former” refers to a SEAL who left the Navy before serving 20 years. Here and 
in the remainder of this research, I use the terms interchangeably to mean a SEAL who is no longer on 
active or reserve duty.  
196 For a complete list of results and an explanation of the methodology used, see Appendix C.  
197 For a complete list of results and an explanation of the methodology used, see Appendix C.  
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Table 11. SEAL Misconduct Reported in the Media and Percent Per 
Capita 
 
*See Appendix C for additional clarification and methodology used.  
 
In compiling the data in Figure 4 and Table 11, I included every allegation of SEAL 
misconduct that fell within the constraints of the search criteria. For the purposes of this 
data compilation, “misconduct” was defined as any action that might be viewed by any set 
of observers as immoral, unethical, unlawful, or simply unacceptable. More simply, when 
in doubt, I erred on the side of inclusion. Notably though, the data is slightly skewed in 
2017 as a result of Matthew Cole’s Crimes of SEAL Team 6 article—because Cole alleges 
misconduct without providing concrete dates, I have categorized his allegations into five 
incidents and lumped them into 2017. Additionally, in 2017 and 2019 (regarding the 
Crimes of SEAL Team 6 and the incident where a SEAL Platoon was removed from Iraq), 
the number of SEALs involved was approximated according to the best information 
available from open sources. Regardless, the data demonstrates a steep increase in alleged 
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incidents from 2016 to 2018, with a decline in 2019–2021. Furthermore, the number of 
SEALs convicted of a crime during the time period is 23 of 75 total SEALs (31%). Lastly, 
the number of active-duty SEALs involved in allegations in any particular year (as 
compared to the total number of SEALs, 2,998) is no higher than .67% (2019), while the 
average number of active SEALs involved from 2001–2021 is .10%.198 These numbers do 
not support claims of a systemic ethics problem, rather they suggest, as Chief Smith did in 
2019 that “We have a pretty large population of Naval Special warfare [operators] and 
overwhelmingly the vast majority—99.8% are at the top of the line.”199  
However, the incidents tabulated do not exhaust every SEAL incident since 2001, 
but only account for incidents reported by the media. Regardless, I do not think this is 
relevant. I have argued that while NSW is an elite force, it is still a fallible organization 
composed of fallible individuals—and so, to expect or adopt a “zero-defect” culture is both 
unpractical and likely detrimental. None of this is to say that most of the incidents depicted 
in Table 11 are acceptable—though some are just minor offenses. NSW should, and always 
is, striving to be better, but to expect perfect conduct from imperfect humans, would be 
simply naïve. Ultimately though, the point of this is to demonstrate a trend, and the data in 
Figure 4 and Table 11 suggest that the “rampant increase of SEAL misconduct,” are in fact 
isolated incidents. Why then, have so many claimed that SEALs have an ethics, culture, or 
some other systemic problem? Again, I claim that these conclusions derive from the actions 
of the SEAL counterculture and the agenda-setting media’s execution of its “system-
supportive propaganda function.”200  
 
198 Importantly, the number (2,998) of current active-duty SEALs is based on fiscal year 2021. 
Specifically, from 2001–2010, the number of active-duty SEALs was markedly less. So in reality the 
percentages per capita depicted in Table 11 are smaller than the actual percentages presented. While 
valuable to note, I considered this irrelevant because the main point is that even when using the largest 
quantity of SEALs, these incidents are still statistically insignificant and represent isolated events when 
compared to the entire force.  
199 Schogol, “Booze. Coke. Hazing. Forced Redeployment. What’s Wrong with the Navy SEALs?” 
200 Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 306. 
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C. NUMBER OF ARTICLES BY DATE 
Table 11 shows that from 2001–2021 there were 41 alleged incidents of SEAL 
misconduct reported in the media. Of the 41 incidents (29 involved active-duty SEALs), 
230 articles were published by various media outlets concerning those events. To be clear, 
there are likely hundreds more but again, my search was constrained to the first five pages 
of each year’s Google search. Figures 5–6 and Table 12 depict these results.201  
 
Figure 5. SEAL Misconduct Reporting Trends: Three-Year 
Increments 
 
201 For a complete list of results and an explanation of the methodology used, see Appendix D.  
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Figure 6. Number of Media Articles Alleging SEAL Misconduct: 
Categorized by Date of Publication 
Table 12. Percent Change of Media Articles Alleging Misconduct 
 
 
Demonstrated in Figure 5 and Table 12, 172 (74.8%) of the articles concerning 
SEAL misconduct were written from 2016 to 2021. One might logically conclude that this 
suggests a massive increase in ethical misconduct by SEALs, but it does not. I previously 
demonstrated in Table 11 that though ethical events rose from 2016–2018 (before declining 
again in 2019–2021), they still represent isolated incidents as compared with the greater 
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SEAL population. Additionally, an increase in media reporting does not indicate an actual 
rise in ethical misconduct but does in fact support a perception that ethical misconduct by 
SEALs increased. Furthermore, the data in Figure 6 and Table 12 explicitly supports the 
claim that negative media reporting spiked in 2014 (in response to the O’Neill-Bissonnette 
controversy) and reinforces the argument that the controversy gave the agenda-setting 
media sufficient cause to put their crosshairs on SEALs.  
D. NUMBER OF ARTICLES CATEGORIZED BY INCIDENT TYPE  
This case showcases the need for reform in the SEAL community―and in 
the entire Special Operations Forces community. In recent years, SEALs 
have been drunk and committed rapes on operations, heavily consumed 
narcotics while on duty, and murdered civilian non-combatants.202 
So far, this research does not formally present a significant correlation between the 
tremendous spike in media reporting and partisanship. However, when the number and 
subject of articles are categorized with the corresponding ethical incident (as opposed to 
by date), a startling trend emerges; demonstrated in Table 13 and Figure 7.203 
 
202 Cunningham’s quote in 2021 supports my claim that the perception that SEALs have an ethics 
problem derives from a small number of incidents that occurred between 2016–2019. Source: Alan 
Cunningham, “Navy SEALS: Crime, Justice and Accountability,” The Crime Report, April 27, 2021, 
https://thecrimereport.org/2021/04/27/crime-and-accountability-in-the-navy-seals/. 
203 For a complete list of results and an explanation of the methodology used, see Appendix E.  
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Table 13. Media Overreporting and Strategic Selection of Topics 
 
 
Figure 7. Media Reports Alleging SEAL Misconduct: Categorized by 
Incident Type 
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Like the data categorized by date in Figure 6, Figure 7 shows spikes in 2014 and 2016, 
however a notable difference should be pointed out here. First, 157 (68%) of the 230 articles 
were written about 9 (22%) of the 41 incidents. Second, except for the 2014 stories covering 
O’Neill and Bissonnette, all of these articles were, not coincidentally, published after 2016. 
Third, the reporting of new ethical violations by SEALs dropped off the map in 2020 and 
2021, with two new alleged incidents in 2020 and one in 2021 (see Appendix C).  
So then, if SEALs are in fact systemically unethical, have a culture problem, poor 
leaders, or something else, then why was the media virtually silent on this topic in the years 
preceding 2016? Why then, in a force with such a dire need for “reform”204 did the number 
of new ethical incidents drop to a total of three in 2020 and 2021 (and note that two of those 
three incidents alleged retired SEALs of misconduct)? One might chalk this lack of reporting 
up to an evolution in technology—but that does not explain why ethical misconduct fell off 
the map in 2020–2021. Or perhaps, the decline in misconduct from 2020–2021 is simply the 
result of some deep governmental conspiracy aimed at keeping NSW and USSOCOM’s 
hands clean—but that does not explain why the SEAL counterculture has largely maintained 
freedom of maneuver in the marketplace. For instance, if NSW wanted to keep its head down, 
would it not make sense to crack down on the self-aggrandizers too? Or maybe, NSW and 
USSOCOM fixed the ethics, culture, discipline, and leadership problems all within a year of 
the Comprehensive Reviews release? 
These are all straw man arguments that do not survive empirical scrutiny. The data 
presented here demonstrates a clear and apparent story and does not support the claim that 
NSW has a systemic ethics, culture, or some other problem. The data show that these incidents 
are isolated, and that American mass media has tremendously overreported on 9 incidents; 7 
(17%) of which all occurred from 2016–2019. The numbers strongly suggest that NSW’s lack 
of ethical health is primarily a perception—a perception that has been created and fostered 
by the American mass media. However, the question remains, why specifically would media 
target SEALs? There are two highly credible reasons that may answer this question, which I 
next discuss.  
 
204 Cunningham, “Navy SEALS.” 
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VIII. ANALYSIS 
A. EVERYTHING SEAL SELLS  
[Elite units] serve a publicity and propaganda function, and they were also 
good show business.205 
The first and most obvious reason that the media would paint SEALs negatively is 
simply because everything SEAL sells. At this point, the profitability of the SEAL brand 
has been demonstrated ad-nauseum. What this also means is that in a society where SEALs 
are considered celebrities, or propped up as archetypal heroes, the simple use of the term 
“Navy SEAL” garners attention; for the media, this equates to more customers, advertisers, 
and money. As a result, SEALs have turned into click-bait—serving as easy targets for 
media companies that know that their average customer has the attention span of a 
goldfish.206 This means that whatever the story, positive or negative, Americans want 
information about SEALs. However, this has incentivized the media to seek out and report 
on, negative news—it is what keeps them in business. Alluding back to Chomsky and 
Herman, the mass media is a business owned by even bigger businesses, corporations, or 
powerful individuals. The more people that read, watch, or subscribe to any particular 
media entity or news story, the more viable that media source is in the marketplace. It is 
the same reason why the media hardly reports on positive events, because negative, 
sensational, and attention-grabbing news sells. And fortunately for the media, the SEAL 
counterculture has ensured that business is good.  
This argument though, does not quite pinpoint the reason behind the sheer volume 
of negative publicity from 2016–2021 (see Figures 5 and 6). For instance, Figures 5 and 6 
demonstrate that from 2001–2013 negative publicity in the media was mostly constrained. 
This relative absence suggests that the media reported on SEAL misconduct, got their 
viewers, readers, subscribers, and then left it alone. But then, when we examine Figure 6, 
 
205 Roger Beaumont, Military Elites (Indianapolis/New York: The Bobbs-Merril Company, Inc., 
1974), 148. 
206 Consumer Insights Microsoft Canada, Attention Spans. 
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negative media attention rises in 2014 (in response to O’Neill and Bissonnette), explodes 
in 2016, and then grows exponentially all the way to the present. Cohen and Crowell offer 
us a simple explanation here saying, publicity is hard or impossible to reign back in, and 
that media coverage, public interest, and members who seek publicity perpetuate the 
cycle.207 Even more simply, the negative SEAL narrative became so widespread, that it 
has become near impossible to put back in the box.  
To make matters worse, NSW and USSOCOM effectively reinforced this narrative: 
(1) by announcing publicly that, “there is a problem,” and (2) by ordering the execution of 
a full-fledged ethics review. These acts, and others, effectively imprinted on politicians, 
media, and society that SOF does in fact have a problem. Evidence of this can again be 
drawn from RADM Green’s 2019 comment:  
I don’t know yet if we have a culture problem, I do know that we have a 
good order and discipline problem that must be addressed immediately. 
Good order and discipline is the foundation for every military 
organization.208 
This is not to suggest that Green, NSW, or USSOCOM had bad intentions, but they 
put the cart before the horse—cementing in the minds of outside observers that what was 
being portrayed in the media, was in fact true. In Organizational Culture and Leadership, 
Schein writes: 
Public scandals produce a situation that forces senior executives to examine 
norms and practices and assumptions that were taken for granted and 
operated out of awareness. Disasters and scandals do not automatically 
cause culture change, but they are a powerful disconfirming force that 
cannot be denied and that starts, therefore, some kind of change program.209 
The media uproar about SEAL misconduct served this exact purpose, creating the impetus 
for things like ADM Green’s statement, and the initiation of the mandated force-wide 
ethics review and organizational change.  
 
207 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 36. 
208 Rear Admiral Collin Green, “Letter from the Commander.” 
209 Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership, 3rd ed., The Jossey-Bass Business & 
Management Series (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004), 311. 
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The “Everything SEAL sells” argument I have laid out here seems to account for 
the massive uptick in media reporting in 2016. It also appears to explain why such reporting 
would remain high (Figure 6), and why calls for SEAL reform continued into 2020 and 
2021, despite the fact that virtually no new incidents were reported in the media in those 
years (Figure 7). However, while this argument seems valid, it does not seem satisfactorily 
sufficient—because as I have alluded, there appears to be an underlying political narrative 
present. For instance, did NSW manage to clean-up a problem (Figure 4), that was so 
recently considered an existential threat? This is preposterous. Instead, a far more plausible 
conclusion, I argue, is that the left-wing media had significant motive to target SEALs as 
a means to a political end. Considering the evidence on the whole, this explanation seems 
most credible.  
B. DISCREDIT THE RIGHT, TO DISCREDIT TRUMP, BY WAY OF NAVY 
SEALS  
Premise 1: SEAL Political Activists caused the liberal media enough grief to warrant 
a negative response  
a. The Majority of Americans Trust and Are Proud of SEALs  
The reader may recall that in the wake of the Osama bin Laden raid (2011) and the 
release of Act of Valor (2012), former SEALs began publicly supporting right and hyper-
partisan-right wing agendas in increasingly large numbers and in various forms. In 
becoming conservative political activists, SEALs unveiled themselves as a direct threat to 
left-wing agendas, beliefs, and ideologies. Why was this a threat? Firstly, two recent polls 
concluded that 83% of Americans trust the military to act in the best interest of the 
public,210 and 89% of Americans express pride in the U.S. military.211 Also surprisingly, 
pride in the military was not split along partisan lines, with 98% of Republicans and 84% 
of Democrats expressing pride in the military.212 If Americans trust and are proud of the 
 
210 Lee Rainie, Scott Keeter, and Andrew Perrin, Trust and Distrust in America (Pew Research 
Center, 2019), https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/07/22/trust-and-distrust-in-america/. 
211 Megan Brenan, American Pride Hits New Low; Few Proud of Political System (Gallup, 2019), 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/259841/american-pride-hits-new-low-few-proud-political-system.aspx. 
212 Gallup Brenan. 
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military, then this is logically even truer for SEALs as a byproduct of their elite celebrity 
status and because of the renown associated with the killing of public enemy No. 1. 
Therefore, when the conservative media began harnessing the credibility of SEALs for 
political gain, this in turn created a massive problem for the left—one that is still apparent 
today. Furthermore, if pride in the military is mostly non-partisan and both Democrats and 
Republicans trust Navy SEALs, then the act of a SEAL pushing a political agenda for the 
right runs a serious risk of influencing left-wing and independent voters on major issues or 
in primary elections. This is intuitively a serious problem for Democrat politicians and 
liberal media because, in the politically divided environment in which we live, every vote 
counts.  
b. The Majority of Americans Distrust Politicians, Political Media, and 
have No Pride in the American Political System  
Comparatively, and further increasing the problem for the left, as of 2019, 
American trust in elected officials is near historic lows and represents the lowest level of 
trust for any profession—“some 64% [of Americans] say it is hard to tell the difference 
between what is true and not true when they hear elected officials.”213 Similarly in 2019, 
Gallup found that “pride in being American” was at an all-time low, and 68% of Americans 
(this is the lowest rating of all metrics measured) express no pride in the American political 
system.214 So then, when a SEAL pushes right-wing politics on Fox News (or any other 
right-wing media source), his “SEAL credibility” allows him to bypass partisan divides 
and therefore gives credence to whatever right-wing objective is being pushed—while 
simultaneously delegitimizing the opposing aim of the left. And again, in the hyper-
polarized political climate, every vote matters.  
c. Rob O’Neill and Matt Bissonnette opened the door to Media Scrutiny 
Going further now, I have argued that prior to O’Neill and Bissonnette’s media 
escapade, it was—to a degree—culturally untenable, to criticize or publicly condemn Navy 
 
213 Rainie, Keeter, and Perrin, Trust and Distrust in America. 
214 Gallup Brenan, American Pride Hits New Low; Few Proud of Political System. 
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SEALs. But, once the two men began galivanting in the public arena, their actions 
successfully bridged the partisan divide, exemplified in the highly negative response from 
both the right and the left. By fomenting a non-partisan controversy, O’Neill and 
Bissonnette successfully gave outside observers cause to question SEALs, thus making 
condemnation of SEALs more palatable, which in turn provided the left the necessary 
opening through which to discredit the SEAL conservative activists and politicians who 
had been causing them so many problems.  
Common knowledge tells us that the tried-and-true tactic of politicians and political 
media across the ideological spectrum is to engage in ad hominem attacks on those they 
oppose. Importantly though, I am not arguing that the threat to the left derives from the 
quantity of right-wing SEAL politicians or activists. Rather, the threat derives from the 
automatic credibility given all Navy SEALs—and therefore any SEAL who publicly 
advocates for the right. Understanding this then, to target individual SEAL activists or 
politicians, does not proportionately address the threat. But creating and fostering a 
narrative that suggests SEALs have a systemic ethical problem successfully and 
exponentially delegitimizes the credibility of the SEAL activists and the conservative causes 
and politicians they represent. This is why I have gone to such great lengths to describe 
the palpable narrative change that followed Rob O’Neill and Matt Bissonnette. Because, if 
NSW has such an ethics problem, where was the media attention indicating a systemic 
problem from 2014–2016?215 If the SEAL Teams are filled with ethical deviants, why did 
the media not hone-in on serious incidents of ethical misconduct until about 2016–2017? 
Here I propose a simple answer—namely because the media did not have evidence to 
support such claims. So instead, prior to the initial spike in 2016, the media honed in on 
the highly questionable—but not strictly unethical—actions of the SEAL minority 
counterculture (i.e., Marcus Luttrell, Chris Kyle, Eric Greitens, Brandon Webb, Ben Smith, 
 
215 For example, from 2014–2015 (excluding the media attention surrounding O’Neill and 
Bissonnette), I could only find two incidents of alleged SEAL misconduct. In the first incident, a SEAL 
reservist was found guilty of smuggling drugs into Miami. In the second incident, three active-duty SEALs 
were found not guilty of alleged detainee abuse. Regarding these two incidents, my search found four 
written articles as compared to the 14 concerning O’Neill and Bissonnette. Comparatively, there’s a 
multitude of articles concerning the questionable (but not strictly unethical) actions of the SEAL 
counterculture as well as multiple articles with distinct partisan tones.  
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Carl Higbie, Rob O’Neill, Matt Bissonnette, and the list goes on). This is a critically 
important distinction that requires additional clarification.  
The distinction here is one that I have made throughout the course of this work, but 
it is not one made by the media or society. The distinction I am speaking of is the clear 
separation of the self-promoting SEAL counterculture and ethical incidents by active-duty 
SEALs. It is my claim that these are two completely separate problems. The former (self-
promotion) is not isolated and is the trend that I have claimed is the most urgent problem 
facing the SEAL community. The latter (ethical incidents), while unacceptable, are isolated 
incidents that are just the cost of doing business in an organization filled with fallible 
humans. However, in the absence of legitimate ethical incidents from 2014–2016, the 
media primarily targeted the SEAL counterculture (with a sidebar devoted to non-
substantive partisan stabs). This, in turn, began formulating the perception of a SEAL 
ethics problem. Then, when negative reporting spiked in 2016, the media stopped paying 
so much attention to the counterculture, replacing those stories with the more sensational 
acts of alleged misconduct. This lack of separation echoes the point made in the SEAL 
counterculture section, namely that because the counterculture are the only ones engaging 
publicly, the public and media associate these bad actors with the rest of the force, thus 
perpetuating this systemic ethics narrative. So then, the “need for reform” narrative is one 
that originated from the actions of the counterculture, not as a result of an actual systemic 
problem in the active-duty force. The legitimate ethical events simply added fuel to an 
already burning fire—a fire that would ultimately get gasoline thrown on top of it during 
and in the aftermath of the 2016 presidential primary.  
Premise 2: The hyper-polarization of American society, widespread distrust of mass 
media and politicians, and the subsequent existential terror inspired by Donald 
Trump’s victory in the 2016 presidential election served to exponentially exacerbate 
the left-wing media’s function to delegitimize the right by any means necessary. One 
of these means was the systematic targeting of Naval Special Warfare.  
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d. Ethical Incidents spike in 2016, What Happened?  
Every political campaign rewrites the rules; devising a new way to win is 
what gives a campaign a comparative advantage against their foes.216 
The perceived uptick in ethical misconduct in 2016 (see Figures 5 and 6) is 
particularly interesting. Of the four alleged incidents reported in the media that year, the 
one that garnered the most attention (21 of 25 articles) involved a training accident that 
resulted in the death of a BUD/S student on May 6, 2016. In the months surrounding the 
accident, two other BUD/S students died while off base in non-training related incidents. 
This combination of terrible events created an uproar in the media, with demands for 
reforms and the like. In the wake of these events, NSW conducted a full-scale review of 
training procedures to ensure that proper safety protocols were in place to avoid any terrible 
repeats. Ultimately though, no SEAL instructors were convicted of any crimes and to my 
knowledge, no such tragedy has occurred in BUD/S since. However, what makes this case 
interesting is the fact that since 2001, 22 NSW personnel have died in training-related 
accidents.217 Furthermore, Lovelace is not the first student to have died in BUD/S. The 
point here is that, while tragic and rare, training accidents are part of the inherent risk 
involved in the line of work SEALs engage in. But it just so happens that, of the 22 training 
deaths, the media homed in on the one that occurred during one of the most polarized 
presidential races in “nearly a quarter of a century.”218 
Of the four incidents recorded in 2016, two resulted in criminal convictions (three 
articles) and one was a misdemeanor DUI charge that was dropped to negligent 
endangerment (one article).219 But again, the media capitalized on the story that 
incriminated the largest number of SEALs yet resulted in no actual convictions. This 
 
216 Henry Eyring, “Political Campaign Quotes,” Brainy Quote, 2021, https://www.brainyquote.com/
topics/political-campaign-quotes. 
217 Navy SEAL Foundation, “Fallen Heroes.” 
218 Partisanship and Political Animosity in 2016 (Pew Research Center, 2016), 
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2016/06/22/partisanship-and-political-animosity-in-2016/. 
219 The negligent endangerment charge was committed by none other than Robert O’Neill. 
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seemingly calculated “selection of topics”220 supports my claim that the threat to the left 
media derives not from the quantity of SEAL right-wing activists, but from the automatic 
credibility awarded all SEALs as a result of their celebrity status. What I am suggesting 
here is that the media focused in on the events surrounding the BUD/S students because 
that story served to surround NSW in allegations of systemic corruption and misconduct—
effectively denigrating the institution, not the individuals that compose it. If the case has 
not yet been sufficiently made that the “SEAL ethics problem” is primarily a perception 
created by the media as a result of the SEAL counterculture—then external factors 
surrounding the 2016 election and the media response in the years that follow, should 
provide evidence that this is very likely indisputable.  
e. The 2016 Election  
The 2016 presidential race was an incredibly polarized election in which “every 
vote mattered,” and therefore, in the minds of many, every tactic was permitted. This fact 
seems to sufficiently explain the rise in the overreporting of SEAL misconduct in 2016. 
Here, I list some of these factors, though there are undoubtedly many more: 
1. The 2016 election was the 10th closest presidential race in American 
history,221 and was only the second time since the 19th century that a 
candidate has won the popular vote and lost the election (Hillary 
Clinton).222 
2. Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump were viewed unfavorably by most of 
the American public—with 56% of Americans holding unfavorable views 
of Clinton and 68% for Trump—Gallup states that American voters were 
forced to choose between “the lesser of two evils.”223 
 
220 Chomsky, and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 306. 
221 “Top Ten Closest U.S. Presidential Elections,” Info Please, n.d., https://www.infoplease.com/
homework-help/us-government/top-ten-closest-us-presidential-elections. 
222 “Electoral College Fast Facts,” U.S. House of Representatives: History, Art & Archives, 2021, 
https://history.house.gov/Institution/Electoral-College/Electoral-College/. 
223 Frank Newport and Andrew Dugan, Candidates’ Images Where They Were in Early July (Gallup, 
2016), https://news.gallup.com/poll/196562/candidates-images-early-july.aspx. 
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3. A Pew Research study conducted in 2017 found that 81% of Democrats
have an unfavorable view of Republicans and vice versa.224
4. In 2016, trust in mass media reached the lowest point ever recorded, with
60% of Americans stating to have “not very much” or “no trust at all” in
mass media.225
5. During the election and while President, Donald Trump inspired
tremendous existential angst in the minds of many Americans on both
sides of the political aisle. Though, this tone of existential terror has been
no more apparent than in the liberal media:
• Time Magazine (2016): Donald Trump is [an] Existential Threat to
America and the World
• New York Times (2016): Trump is an Existential Threat
• The Atlantic (2017): How Trump is Ending the American Era
• ABC (2020): Should we call Donald Trump “anti-Christ”?
• CNN (2021): Why Donald Trump poses an Existential Threat to the
Republican Party
So then, in the midst of an incredibly close election where every vote matters, where 
the two major political parties dislike the other, where the mass media and politicians are 
fighting tooth-and-nail for credibility from an untrusting population, and where one 
candidate and the eventual president is viewed as an existential threat to America and the 
world—media overreporting of Navy SEAL misconduct also just happens to skyrocket. It 
would be surprising, to say the least, if this was merely coincidental. To clarify, what I am 
suggesting is that the left engaged in a systematic information campaign aimed at 
ultimately removing President Trump from office. While this argument at best seems 
politically loaded, and at worst utterly conspiratorial, a CNN employee recently validated 
this claim. While “catfishing” the man during a series of romantic dates in 2021, an 
undercover reporter for Veritas video recorded CNN’s technical advisor Charlie Chester 
saying the following:  
224 Pew Research Center, Partisan Animosity, Personal Politics, and Views of Trump. 
225 Megan Brenan, Americans Remain Distrustful of Mass Media (Gallup, 2020), 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/321116/americans-remain-distrustful-mass-media.aspx. 
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Yeah, I mean like Trump, we did it, like when Trump was, I don’t know, 
like his hand was shaking or whatever. We brought in like so many medical 
people to all tell a story that like, it was all speculation, that he was like 
neurologically damaged, and that he was losing it. He’s unfit to, you know, 
whatever. We were, we were creating a story there that we didn’t know 
anything about, you know? That’s what—I think that’s propaganda, you 
know? We had nothing else to run with at that time. We were like, just 
taking shots off the bow, just hoping something would hit, you know?  
Look what we did, we [CNN] got Trump out. I am 100% going to say it, 
and I 100% believe that if it wasn’t for CNN, I don’t know that Trump 
would have got voted out. I came to CNN because I wanted to be a part of 
that… Like our focus was to get Trump out of office, right? Without saying 
it, that’s what it was, right? So, our next thing is going to be climate change 
awareness… Fear sells, yea fear sells…226  
While the nature of how this information was gathered could serve as the foundation for a 
lengthy commentary on what is wrong with the status of American media, it validates two 
points. First, that every vote matters and as a result anything is permitted, at least in the 
minds of some, including many of those in the media. Second, that the agenda-setting 
media’s (specifically the left in this case) explicit purpose during Trump’s presidency, was 
to do everything possible to make sure he was not re-elected.  
Coming back to the point at hand, the key message is that the outpouring of SEALs 
as right-wing pundits and political interest groups, combined with the inherent trust, pride, 
and legitimacy found in their SEAL status, created a tremendous threat to the left. Because, 
if the media is distrusted by most of society, and SEALs add trust and credibility to the 
right-wing agenda—and therefore to Donald Trump—then SEALs pose the threat of 
turning much needed blue votes into red ones. Furthermore, if we also consider Trump’s 
ability to inspire existential terror and the left’s focused aim to get him out of office—then 
SEAL political activists provide a priceless commodity to the right, while posing an 
existential threat to the left.  




At face value, the rise in ethical incidents from 2016–2019 appears to spell out an 
ethics problem in the SEAL community; but this too can be explained along this same 
partisan thread. Donald Trump’s victory in 2016 was a tremendous blow for many, but 
especially the left. However, presidential campaigns do not end when the election does, 
especially when the incumbent president plans to run again. So then, the threat posed by 
SEAL political activists did not disappear in 2016, and thus all the same factors (i.e., 
hyperpolarization, trust, existential terror, etc.) still applied leading into the 2020 election. 
The comparative difference though, is that most of these factors increased. For example:  
Trump’s first-year job approval ratings are the most polarized of any 
president dating back to Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1953… In three surveys 
conducted in February, April and June, 88% of Republicans, on average, 
approved of his job performance. By contrast, just 8% of Democrats 
approved.227 
Compared with the three prior presidencies, [media] coverage of Trump’s 
early days in office moved further away from a focus on the policy agenda 
(31% of stories, compared with 50% for Obama, 65% for Bush and 58% for 
Clinton) and toward character and leadership. And the evaluations of 
President Trump were far more negative and less positive than those of his 
predecessors.228 
Furthermore, even American trust in mass media is divided along partisan lines. In 2020, 
a record low 10% of Republicans express confidence (defined as a “great deal” or “fair 
amount”) in mass media, whereas 72% of Democrats express confidence in mass media.229 
These statistics give further credit to my claim that the left media, by discrediting the SEAL 
community, garners legitimacy and trust from blue voters by discrediting the right. And by 
all approximations, it appears that SEALs (and SOF by association) became the ill-fated 
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scape goats in part of this plan. This is perhaps no more evident than in the case of Eddie 
Gallagher.  
g. The Gallagher Case 
In 2018, Eddie Gallagher was tried for war crimes in association with events that 
occurred in Iraq in 2017. Gallagher was convicted of “posing for a photo with a human 
casualty,” and “sentenced to a reduction in rank to petty officer 1st class and four months’ 
confinement. He is given credit for time served.”230 President Trump intervened in various 
forms throughout the entire process, ultimately pardoning Gallagher in November 2019. 
The pardon was extremely controversial and resulted in the resignation of then Secretary 
of the Navy Richard Spencer, who said he had been given an order that he could not “in 
good conscience obey.”231 Trump’s unprecedented intervention in the Gallagher case 
served to politically exploit an already explosive topic, thereby bringing even more 
attention to the perceived SEAL problem and bolstering the narrative that SEALs have an 
ethics problem. Additionally, Trump’s political exploitation of the Gallagher case 
reinforced the already lingering perception that “[special operators] are not restricted by 
the rules that bind other servicemembers”232—dealing yet another unneeded black-eye to 
American civil-military relations. Furthermore, the Gallagher case seemed to divide an 
already hyper-polarized society even further—effectively exponentiating the partisan 
divide through an even further forced taking of sides. This taking of sides appeared to have 
presented itself in the form of, if you support Trump, you are pro-Gallagher and if you 
don’t support Trump, you’re anti-Gallagher. Ultimately though, what is most disturbing (at 
least from where I sit), is that in the wake of Gallagher’s pardon, he became a full-fledged 
political spokesman for President Trump and the right, becoming a conservative puppet 
seemingly crucial to Trump’s 2020 campaign strategy. Again, this blatant account of right-
wing SEAL partisanship and exploitation did not go unnoticed:  
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• “Court-Martialed Navy SEAL Eddie Gallagher Is Being Embraced as a 
Right-Wing Influencer.”233 
• “After receiving presidential clemency, Edward Gallagher has left the 
SEALs to become a pitchman and conservative activist.”234 
Eddie Gallagher is the singular case (with the arguable exception of Rob O’Neill 
and Matt Bissonnette) where a SEAL joined the counterculture and became rich and 
famous, wholly because of ethical misconduct. Eddie Gallagher’s case also garnered the 
second highest amount of attention of all the years recorded, with 36 (16%) articles being 
written according to my search. As a result of this excessive reporting, it should come as 
no surprise then, that amidst the Eddie Gallagher scandal, the Congressional Research 
Service published a report indicating that “the U.S. Congress has a growing concern over 
misconduct, ethics, and professionalism within USSOCOM.”235 And then, in 2019, 
General Richard Clarke directed the initiation of USSOCOM’s Comprehensive Ethics 
Review. But all this still begs the question: if SEALs need reform so badly, why did new 
incidents of ethical misconduct drop off the media’s map from 2020–2021? 
h. 2020-2021: Media Reporting of “New” SEAL Misconduct drops off the 
Map  
From 2020 to May 1, 2021, the media reported three new incidents involving 
SEALs (one active duty, two retired). Of those three incidents, the media published four 
articles. Yet, the media has published 157 articles since 2014 about nine incidents and has 
continued to demand reform from the SEALs. These numbers do not seem to add up, but 
we can find a logical explanation by referring back to Chomsky and Herman:  
The “societal purpose” of the media is to inculcate and defend the 
economic, social, and political agenda of privileged groups that dominate 
the domestic society and the state. The media serve this purpose in many 
ways: through selection of topics, distribution of concerns, framing of 
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issues, filtering of information, emphasis and tone, and by keeping debate 
within the bounds of accept able premises.236 
The data and argument presented in the course of this work seem to explicitly 
demonstrate that the SEAL ethics problem is primarily a media created perception. A 
perception that was only made possible by the actions of the SEAL minority 
counterculture. It is possible that the decline seen from 2020–2021 is a result of excess 
publicity, and the inability to get it back in control. It is also possible that Donald Trump’s 
loss—and the subsequent absence of the existential threat he inspired—in the 2020 election 
removed the media’s need to target the right so heavily, thereby removing the need to keep 
targeting SEALs. Whatever the case may be though, it does not ultimately matter for my 
purposes. Ultimately, my aim has been to uncover the root cause behind the purported 
SEAL problem. In light of the evidence provided, it seems the answer has been in front of 
us the entire time. And in my estimation, for the last decade, the answer has been plastered 
all over YouTube, Fox News, social media, and at your local bookstore.  
C. SUMMARY 
In sterquiliniis invenitur.237 
To summarize, the threat posed to the left via activist SEALs stems from their 
automatically awarded credibility, not from the quantity of SEAL political activists. Figure 
7 supports this claim. Because of the seven incidents the media honed-in on from 2016–
2019, all of them incriminate large groups of SEALs, high-ranking SEALs, or members of 
SEAL Team 6 (the ones who conducted the OBL raid). The single exception is in the case 
of Eddie Gallagher. However, this example also fits because the Gallagher case was 
politicized in ways that none of the others were, especially when Donald Trump entered 
the equation.  
To clarify, I do not argue that SEAL political activism was or is the primary center 
of gravity for the liberal media. Rather, that because of the hyper-polarized nature of 
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American society, existential fear of Donald Trump, and the split decision that 
characterized the 2016 election—that by targeting SEALs, the media was simply killing 
two birds with one stone. First, by fomenting a perception that NSW is systemically 
unethical, the media successfully painted all SEALs in a negative light, thus removing the 
blanket credibility given out following the OBL raid. By creating and fostering this 
perception, the media was effectively able to discredit all SEALs, thereby discrediting the 
SEAL political activist types, which in turn served to discredit the right, and therefore, the 
existential threat that was Donald Trump. Second, by overreporting on SEAL misconduct 
(i.e., sensational news), the left further lined their pockets, ensuring their economic 
viability in the marketplace in an age where news media is struggling to stay afloat.  
Importantly, the argument I present is not political. While the current state of news 
media in the U.S. is shameful and abhorrent, I carry this opinion about both sides. It just 
so happens that the counterculture SEALs engaging in politics tend to sit on the 
conservative side of the fence, and so it may be perceived that this work is just another 
partisan stab aimed at the left. Again, this was not my purpose. Because even while the 
left-wing media played an instrumental role in creating and fostering this negative 
perception, modern media is no more capable of providing unbiased news than a pig is of 
flying.238  
The central purpose of this research is not to haphazardly write-off the ethical 
misconduct of a minority of SEALs, nor is it to point the finger at the media or politicians. 
Rather, the key point is to redirect our focus, to point out the unobvious, and to send out a 
siren call demanding that we reexamine our fixed assumptions. To ask better questions, 
and to not so carelessly accept a narrative concocted by a media whose function is to 
manufacture consent on an unsuspecting society.239 In the final analysis, all roads lead 
back to the SEAL minority counterculture; they are the ones responsible. But, if we (NSW) 
continue to sit silently in the shadows watching the counterculture drag the Trident through 
the mud, then so are we. 
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D. COUNTERARGUMENTS 
When SOF practitioners, the government, and society writ large cultivate 
the prominence of SEALs for monetary or ideological gain they corrupt the 
SEAL culture by incentivizing narcissistic and profit-focused behavior. 
This in turn erodes military effectiveness, damages national security, and 
undermines healthy civil-military relations.240 
In this work I have added to Crowell’s list of negative effects, arguing that the 
SEAL counterculture lies at the root of most of NSW’s problems. Internal to NSW, the 
counterculture has exploited the quiet professionalism called for by the SEAL Ethos, which 
has allowed them to create, propagate, and monopolize the public’s perception of what a 
Navy SEAL is “supposed to look like.” In turn, this control has allowed the counterculture 
to turn their out-group into an in-group, which I have argued has incentivized SEALs to 
join the counterculture, thus creating an identity crisis in the SEAL community. Externally, 
individual SEAL’s self-promoting actions have cast a tremendous spotlight onto the force, 
which when combined with recent incidents of SEAL misconduct and a host of other socio-
cultural factors, has allowed the cultivation of a perception that SEALs are unethical or 
have a plethora of other problems. In response to these conclusions, I pause to consider the 
merits of some noteworthy counterarguments. My intention here is to address the critic that 
may view what I have claimed in the course of this work as a straw-man argument. 
One of the strongest counterarguments to these findings is that the men that make 
up the counterculture are SEALs, are part of the SEAL culture, and thus NSW has a culture 
problem. So then, if NSW has a culture problem, it also has an ethics problem, because 
culture and ethics are inherently intertwined. On the other hand, the counterculture 
represents only a fractional minority of the overall SEAL community and despite their 
small number, the mere existence of a counterculture does suggest a culture problem. 
However, in Chapter IV I argue that the quiet professionalism demanded by the Ethos 
prevents good SEALs from holding the SEAL counterculture accountable for their actions. 
The simple fact is that the majority culture of the SEAL community is doing exactly what 
they are supposed to—being quiet professionals. So then, if “99.8% [of SEALs] are at the 
 
240 Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild,” 47. 
103 
top of the line,” doing exactly what they are supposed to be doing, this does not suggest a 
culture or ethics problem.241 I concede that the inability to hold these men accountable is 
a major organizational problem for NSW, but the problem still finds its origin in the 
counterculture. Understanding this absent accountability mechanism informs my first 
recommendation in Chapter IX—to develop and distribute clearly defined guidance to the 
force. 
A second counterargument to my claims posits that the majority of the media have 
not painted all SEALs in a negative light, but only individual bad actors. Having read well 
over 230 articles chronicling SEAL misconduct, I can anecdotally claim that this argument 
does not hold water. However, let us briefly accept this argument as true. If this argument 
is valid, it negates my claims that the left-wing media targeted all SEALs. But it does not 
negate the important claim that negative, sensational, and attention-grabbing news sells—
and so does everything “Navy SEAL” (see Chapter VIII for details). Importantly though, 
the mechanism that created this negative perception does not matter for the purpose of this 
work. So, even if my claim that the political media targeted SEALs under partisan pretenses 
is wholly false, the negative media attention nevertheless perpetuated (and is still 
perpetuating) en masse. This begs the question, where did the negative media attention 
stem from? To answer this question, we again must return to the SEAL counterculture, 
without whom the sheer volume of negative media attention would not have been 
possible—or at the very least much less likely. Fortunately, their exists an exceptional case 
study through which to buttress the argument I am making here. How many incidents of 
ethical misconduct can be found in the media about Delta Force? How about MARSOC? 
Or the Air Force’s Pararescue men (PJ’s)? I would challenge the critical reader to see what 
kind of negative media attention can be found on these units. The comparative result is 
statistically insignificant, which again begs another question—do these units not have 
ethical incidents? They undoubtedly do, and examples in the media can be found, but the 
sheer volume as compared to Navy SEALs is a night and day difference. The key 
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distinction when comparing these units to Navy SEALs, is that they do not have a 
counterculture that has been running amuck in the media for more than a decade.  
For the sake of brevity, this final point encompasses a wide swathe of possible 
counterarguments. These counterarguments suggest that the mechanisms that I have 
claimed as causes of this misattributed problem are incorrect. For example, perhaps the 
negative perception of SEALs did not occur because of a strategically purposed narrative 
designed to achieve a political objective. Perhaps this mechanism can be traced to advances 
in information technology and the massive growth in usage of social media by society. In 
all likelihood, the reader can easily postulate other such probable mechanisms. But the 
purpose of this research is not to identify such mechanisms, but to identify the root cause 
of the “SEAL problem.” So again, the mechanism is less relevant to the focal aims of this 
thesis. No matter how you slice it, the astronomical amount of media attention would not 
have been a reasonable probability without the SEAL counterculture to launch the force 
onto the public stage. Again, I challenge the reader to find statistically significant evidence 
in the media of ethical misconduct among units such as Delta, MARSOC or the PJs. 
Conversely, if one looks for incidents of misconduct involving Green Berets, they will find 
numbers that comparatively rival NSW. What is the difference? Though not as extensive 
as the number of self-aggrandizing SEALs, the Green Berets also have a very vocal 









IX. SO, HOW DO WE GET BACK? 
A. RECOMMENDATIONS 
In the course of this work, I have argued that the fundamental source of NSW’s 
problems is the SEAL counterculture and their commodification of the SEAL brand. This 
problem is one NSWC has identified and is actively working to combat. Specifically, 
leadership is aggressively working to train, mentor, and retain only individuals who are 
“strong in character, strong in accountability, strong in moral and ethical foundations, and 
strong in leadership.”242 In my approximation though, the threat posed to NSW by these 
self-aggrandizers has not been comprehended by most as the severe threat that it is. And 
while NSWC is proactively working toward solutions, this problem is incredibly 
complicated—especially since the counterculture operates mostly outside the bounds of 
NSWC’s institutional reach. As of now, there is no real way to hold the counterculture 
accountable and to take back control of the SEAL narrative. But, if NSW can remove the 
cancer that is the counterculture, then we might be able to simultaneously rid the force of 
this complex problem. It is my contention that if we can implement practical accountability 
measures and take back the SEAL narrative, we can solve the problem. As a result, my 
recommendations are simple and guided by these two principles.  
1. Develop and Distribute Clearly Defined Guidance to the Force 
In Chapter II I discussed how the NSW members at the Ethos Focus Group 
universally agreed that SEAL self-promotion is unacceptable post-service, but also related 
how they were unable to reach a consensus as to the right and left limits of such behavior. 
Then, in Chapter III I discussed how the aspirational nature of the SEAL Ethos has been 
abused by the counterculture. And third, I described the fact that SEAL self-
aggrandizement is highly incentivized by American society and often misunderstood by 
most as an acceptable venture for former SEALs to engage in. This complex combination 
of factors, and likely others, has prevented the SEAL counterculture from being held 
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accountable, which in turn has allowed them to proliferate, turn an out-group into an in-
group, and has arguably created an identity crisis in NSW (see Chapter IV). In response to 
these problems, this first recommendation is simple. NSW must create, standardize, and 
distribute force guidance that explicitly defines when and how it is acceptable to benefit 
from one’s former status as a SEAL. For example, is it acceptable for a former SEAL to 
include the fact that he was once a SEAL on a private resume? Probably—because it is 
unreasonable to expect SEALs to leave active duty with a blank resume. But perhaps it is 
not acceptable—maybe that resume is properly filled with the words “Navy Sailor” or 
“Naval Officer,” because the act of saying you were a SEAL, at least in principle, is a 
violation of the Ethos. The point then, is that until this grey line becomes black and white, 
individuals are left to their best judgement. And more importantly, until this dividing line 
becomes defined, those self-promoting SEALs will continue to harness the power of the 
SEAL brand for personal gain; politicians, media and society will continue to exploit them; 
and the quiet professionals will continue to incur the cost.  
To accomplish this, I first echo a recommendation made by Crowell, and suggest 
creating an ethics or Ethos board led by validated stewards of the community representative 
of all ranks. Different from Crowell though, I suggest that membership on this board could 
serve as a supplemental duty, whereby members would convene on a scheduled basis (i.e., 
twice per year, once per quarter, etc.). Making this board a supplemental as opposed to a 
permanent assignment would also serve to avoid monopolizing NSW’s highly limited 
human capital. Second, hold another Ethos Focus Group. The idea here is to harness the 
competence and credibility of NSW’s top performers from across the enterprise to decide 
for the force where the line dividing acceptable self-promotion lies. Once this line has been 
deliberated on by the best in the community, the Ethos board would serve to compile, 
create, and distribute detailed guidance to all of NSW. This recommendation would serve 
to remove the ambiguity, and clearly spell out when and how SEALs can benefit from their 
service. This would also create a standardized and practical accountability mechanism 
giving NSW a leg to stand on to disincentivize and punish future self-promoting SEALs. 
Furthermore, this type of clear-cut guidance would provide NSW the foundation through 
which to disseminate things like non-disclosure agreements (NDAs). These NDAs would 
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be guided by the standards created by the community and could dictate when (i.e., after 
how much time) it becomes acceptable for a SEAL to write a book, star in a movie, or sell 
overpriced “Navy SEAL” whiskey.  
To summarize, this recommendation would add a clearly defined and practical 
accountability mechanism to a force that has been lacking one. However, this does not 
solve the issue of the SEAL counterculture controlling the public perception of “what a 
Navy SEAL is supposed to look like.” Solving this problem is the aim of my second 
recommendation. 
2. Wage a Counterinsurgency against the SEAL Counterculture at the 
Institutional Level 
Those of us who are Navy SEALs need to begin actively fighting against 
this emerging SEAL subculture of self-aggrandizement and exposure. We 
SEALs need to engage in a counterinsurgency to recover and preserve our 
mystique…There needs to be a dedicated information campaign to discredit 
individuals who seek to profit from exposing NSW in the public domain.243 
This quote from Crowell summarizes his 2015 “grassroots approach.” While good 
SEALs need to take back control of the SEAL narrative, the problem with Crowell’s 
recommendation is it places the onus of responsibility on the individual SEAL, complete 
with their individual biases and opinions. Furthermore, this approach does not actually give 
back control of the SEAL narrative to NSW, but instead runs the risk of having well-
intentioned groups of SEALs autonomously engaging in not so productive games of “he 
said, she said.” Coincidentally, the implication I am suggesting reared its ugly head on 
April 30, 2021 when CBS This Morning ran a story titled “We need help: Current and 
former Navy SEALs say fame has undercut their mission.” In the segment, three SEALs 
wearing ski-masks, sunglasses, and gloves (to hide their identities) describe to the CBS 
reporter how the SEALs who have “cashed in on the SEAL brand” are the problem, arguing 
that they have disparaged the force.244 The SEALs in the video argue that the community 
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“needs help” to set the story straight.245 While this type of behavior is not what Crowell 
meant, nor something he condones, it exemplifies the extremes SEALs are willing to go, 
to set the record straight. For instance, the three SEALs in the CBS video were willing to 
violate the SEAL Ethos and break the code of the quiet professional, all to discredit the 
SEAL counterculture. If the evidence provided in the course of this work has not 
sufficiently demonstrated that the counterculture is indeed the problem, the desperation of 
the SEALs on CBS just reinforced my thesis.  
However, to return to the point at hand, this second recommendation echoes 
Crowell’s grassroots approach with an important distinction: NSW, at the institutional 
level, must take back control of the Navy SEAL narrative. To do this I recommend NSW 
harness the results from the Ethos Focus Group (seen in recommendation one), and task 
the Ethos board with making a list. This list would comprise all the past and present self-
promoting former SEALs out there—the SEALs whose actions NSW deems as detrimental 
to the force or as violations of SEAL sacred values such as quiet professionalism. Then, 
and most importantly, NSW should post this list on a very visible platform, preferably on 
https://www.nsw.navy.mil/. If NSW discredits these pariah’s by showing the public what 
they really are, then we will not have to fight to get the narrative back. And if future 
counterculture recruits know that their actions will result in NSW awarding them the public 
status of persona non grata—then they will think twice before deciding to sell that $60 
Trident hoodie. Call out these selfish actors who are so keen to spit on the graves of the 
fallen, so then the quiet professionals can return to the dark waters, where we belong. 
B. CLOSING THOUGHTS 
My Trident is a symbol of honor and heritage. Bestowed upon me by the 
heroes that have gone before, it embodies the trust of those I have sworn to 
protect. By wearing the Trident I accept the responsibility of my chosen 
profession and way of life. It is a privilege I must earn every day.246 
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In the course of writing this thesis, I read hundreds of articles chronicling acts of 
SEAL misconduct and self-promotion. When I set out, like so many others, I believed that 
the SEAL community had an ethics problem, and so my intention was to find its root cause 
and to critically think about how the community might remedy such a problem. But an 
ethics problem is not what I found. No matter how hard I searched, the common 
denominator was always that small group of SEALs who have chosen fame, wealth, and 
influence in place of the warrior ethic, in place of the brotherhood. Deep into this search 
filled with negative stories, I stumbled across an article about an East Coast SEAL. In 2020, 
while spending the afternoon with his family at the beach, the unidentified SEAL witnessed 
three children being swept away in a rip current. The children’s father ran headlong into 
the water to rescue his kids, followed closely behind by one of NSW’s own. The children’s 
father died as a hero that day holding his kids above the water, so that the SEAL could 
deliver them back safely to the beach.247  
I don’t know the name of that SEAL; I don’t know if we’ve served together; and 
neither does anyone who read that article—because that’s how it’s supposed to be. But the 
reader must understand, this is the type of man that composes the SEAL Teams. The same 
type of man that would jump on a grenade for his friends, or the kind of man that would 
use his body as a human shield to protect a hostage from a hail of bullets. Since 9/11, 57 
SEALs have been killed in the line of duty. They rest in the ground now, and we are poorer 
for the loss of their company. It is their lot that deserves the glory and the recognition, but 
that was not their creed. And so, as long the quiet professionals continue fighting the good 
fight, the reader will never hear these stories of heroism and selflessness because that is 
how it’s always been and how it will remain.  
The Deed is All—Not the Glory. 
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APPENDIX A. SEAL BOOK AND AUTHOR DATA  
*Workout Book 
**No. 1 NYT Bestseller 
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*Workout Book  
** No. 1 NYT Bestseller  
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*Workout Book 
**No. 1 NYT Bestseller 
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*Workout Book 
**No. 1 NYT Bestseller 
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*Workout Book  





**No. 1 NYT Bestselling Author 
***Co-Authored with the SEAL in the row above 




# Books by 
Author
Don Mann 2 17
Richard Marcinko 1 11
Brandon Webb 9
Glen Doherty*** 0
Jocko Willink** O5 2 8
Leif Babin*** 0
Dick Couch 1 8
Stew Smith* 6
Dennis Chalker E9 5
Clint Emerson 1 5
Mark Divine O5 2 5
Howard Wasdin E6 4
Michael Ritland 2 4
Eric Greitens 2 3
Chris Sajnog 3
Jack Carr 2 3
William McRaven** O10 1 3
Thom Shea E8 2
Marcus Luttrell** E6 2 2
Chris Kyle** 2 2
Matt Bissonette 1 2
Richard Machowicz 2
Carl Higbie E6 2
David Goggins 1 2
Chuck Pfarrer 1 2
Brent Gleeson 2
Justin Sheffield E8 2
Jack Schropp O5 2
Cade Courtley O3 2
Rorke Denver O5 2
Jason Redman 2
Pat Riot 2
Gary Smith E9 1





Kevin Lacz 1 1
Eric Davis 1
Jason Lopez 1
Robert O'Neill 1 1
Remi Adeleke 1
Robert Needham 1





Mark L. Donald 1
Jon Cannon O4 1
Larry Simmons O5 1
Mike Sarraille O4 1
53 Authors 25 145
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COLLECTION METHODOLOGY248 
Book Inclusion Criteria: Any book written by a SEAL published between 2001–
2020 was included in this data set regardless of its intent and purpose. This includes novels, 
workout books, journals, etc. There are three reasons for this all-inclusive approach. (1) On 
the one hand, this approach equates books more obviously published for self-aggrandizing 
purposes with books that some might consider to be justifiably written (i.e., perhaps novels 
or workout books). On the other hand, by including everything, I am removing the 
possibility for biased picking and choosing, as many books would require such subjective 
judgment. (2) Because of the sheer volume of books, there was not enough time to 
categorize all 145 books by topic and content. (3) And most importantly, in every case the 
author harnessed their individual SEAL affiliation or the SEAL brand outright on the cover 
or back of at least their first book. The single exception to this rule is Admiral McRaven—
who does not employ a Trident or the word Navy SEAL on the cover or back of any of his 
books. However, his books were included simply because his former status as a high-
ranking Navy SEAL is common knowledge in American society. Aside from McRaven 
and as mentioned in Chapter III, all authors that harnessed the SEAL brand in their first 
work were “grandfathered in” for every book that followed. 
More simply, every book written by a SEAL that could be found was included. If a 
book is missing from this list, it is because I could not find it, not because I chose to exclude 
it. Lastly, there are multiple books that have been published in 2021 or that are pending 
publication. These works were not included to keep the date constraints (2001-2020) even.  
Specific Guidelines: If the terms “Navy SEAL, SEAL Team Six, or New York 
Times Bestseller” were on the cover or back of the book, it was tabulated as a “1” in 
Appendix A—a “0” indicates that identifier was absent. No. 1 New York Times Bestsellers 
are annotated by **. It is important to note that the New York Times best seller tabulation 
was conducted according to the best available open-source information. For example, 
Chuck Pfarrer’s book SEAL Target Geronimo claims bestseller status on its cover, but the 
 
248 A blank cell in Appendix A indicates that information is unknown or could not be found.  
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number of books sold per month suggest this is not the case. This is either because the 
calculator used to tabulate book sales was wrong, or due to some other unknown factor.  
Sales Per Month: Approximate book sales were calculated by inputting the books 
popularity as found on www.amazon.com into the Corson-Knowles book sale 
calculator.249 For example, when this data was collected, Don Mann’s 2011 book Inside 
SEAL Team 6 was ranked 765,973 on Amazon, which produces an output of 6 books per 
month on the book sales calculator.  
 
Last Rank held: Ranks of former SEALs were approximated according to open sources.  
 
 
249 Corson-Knowles, “Amazon Book Sales Calculator.” 
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APPENDIX B. SEAL INSTAGRAM DATA 
 
 
**Claims former SEAL Team 6 status 
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COLLECTION METHODOLOGY  
Instagram Inclusion Criteria: Any individual whose former SEAL status could 
be easily and quickly deduced by looking at their Instagram account was included in 
Appendix B. Notably, every individual in Appendix B harnesses the SEAL brand to 
varying degrees. For example, the introduction to Don Mann’s profile states Navy SEAL 
Team Six Veteran, whereas others merely mention former SEAL status in subsequent 
postings. More simply, this data collection was as objective and inclusive as possible. None 
of the former SEALs in Appendix B had private accounts when this data was tabulated. 
Notably, NSW has an Instagram account under the name navalspecialwarfare. NSW’s 
account was not included in the data set because the page is sanctioned by the institution 
and presumably run by NSW’s public affairs office. Finally, this data compilation was not 
exhaustive. So, if an individual is missing from Appendix B, it is because I did not find 
their account, not because I purposefully excluded them.  
Specific Guidelines: If the term “SEAL, Frogman, SEAL Team Six,” or a Trident 
(in any form) was present anywhere on the individuals account, it was tabulated as a “1” 
in Appendix B—a “0” indicates that identifier was absent. Notably, only Don Mann 
explicitly claims former “SEAL Team Six” status on Instagram.  
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**See collection methodology for additional clarification.  





COLLECTION METHODOLOGY  
Search Criteria: The data compilation in Appendix C represents the results of an 
advanced Google key word search spanning the time period from January 1, 2001 to May 
1, 2021. Each year was searched independently using Google’s custom range tool, which 
allows one to constrain a search to a specific time period. For example, the results for 2001 
derive from the combination of key phrase inputs and a constrained time period of January 
1 to December 31, 2001.  
Key Words Searched: Using Googles advance search tool, key words or phrases 
were input into three categories: (1) all these words, (2) this exact word or phrase, and (3) 
any of these words.  
• All these words: Navy SEAL  
• This exact word or phrase: SEAL 
• Any of these words: misconduct, ethics, incidents, misbehavior, bad, 
behavior, discipline, crime, death, sexual, assault, drugs, illegal, immoral, 
unethical, murder, rape, abuse. 
SEAL Misconduct Inclusion Criteria: For this data compilation, “misconduct” 
was defined as any action that might be viewed by any set of observers as immoral, 
unethical, unlawful, or simply unacceptable. More simply, when in doubt, I erred on the 
side of inclusion. Furthermore, the data is inclusive of active-duty (AD), reserve duty (RD), 
and former (FMR) SEALs, and only includes alleged incidents that appeared on the first 
five pages of each year’s Google search. Note that for this search, an incident was counted 
as an incident based on alleged misconduct—this means that every incident was included 
regardless of the truth or falseness of said allegations. Finally, incidents were tabulated 
according to the date that the media began reporting on said incident, not necessarily 
according to the date the incident occurred.250  
 
250 In nearly every case, the media began reporting on the corresponding incident in the same year 
that it occurred. A notable exception is the Crimes of SEAL Team 6 article which retrospectively alleges 
multiple acts of SEAL misconduct yet does not provide concrete or verifiable dates.  
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Number of Alleged Incidents: The number of incidents was categorized based on 
the type of misconduct and the individuals involved. For example, in 2019, a SEAL Platoon 
was removed from Iraq because of a breakdown in good order and discipline in response 
to an alcohol related incident.251 During that incident, a SEAL belonging to that platoon 
was reported to have sexually assaulted a female sailor; and the commanding (CO) and 
executive officers (XO), and command master chief (CMC) were relieved of duty because 
of this event.252 While the three cases all relate to the same event, they were categorized 
as three distinct incidents in this data compilation. Importantly, this approach yielded the 
highest number of incidents which I assessed to be the most objective way to compile this 
data set. 
Number of SEALs Involved: In every case except for two, the number of SEALs 
involved in an incident is accurate and precise. The exceptional cases are marked by *** 
in Appendix C. In these two cases I approximated the number of SEALs involved 
according to the best information available in the media. It should also be noted that the 
approximation regarding the ARI involving the Iraq platoon should be understood as an 
overestimation—it is likely that the number of SEALs involved in that event was less than 
the number seen in Appendix C.  
Number of SEALs Convicted of a Crime, Disciplined, or Forced to Pay 
Damages: These numbers were tabulated based on information available in the media. 
Notably, some of the results of more recent cases are unknown (UNK). 
Issues: As discussed in Chapter VII, the number of incidents and SEALs involved 
is slightly skewed in 2017 because of Matthew Coles Crimes of SEAL Team 6 article. In 
the article, Cole alleges multiple incidents of misconduct that I could not verify according 
to any other source—Cole also does not provide concrete dates or names for most of the 
 
251 Schogol, “Booze. Coke. Hazing. Forced Redeployment. What’s Wrong with the Navy SEALs?” 
252 Ryan Pickrell, “A Navy SEAL in the Platoon Being Kicked out of Iraq for Misconduct Was 
Reportedly Accused of Raping a Fellow Service Member,” Business Insider, July 26, 2019, 
https://www.businessinsider.com/seal-kicked-out-of-iraq-accused-rape-female-service-member-2019-7; 




individuals accused of involvement.253 As such, his allegations were placed in the year 
2017 (when the article was published) and categorized as five incidents. Additionally, in 
reading his article I was only able to connect three SEALs to Cole’s allegations and so the 
number of SEALs involved is tabulated as three.  
Additional Clarification:  
• 2017. Sexual Assault and Rape: The SEAL in this case was found guilty, 
served multiple years of his prison sentence, but later had the charges 
overturned. This new ruling occurred because the Admiral who originally 
convicted the SEAL publicly declared that the conviction was a result of 
political pressures, and that without those pressures he originally “would 
have disapproved the findings in this case.”254 Due to the unique nature of 
this case it was not counted as a conviction in Appendix C.  
• 2018. [Eddie Gallagher] Murder, War Crimes, and Posing with a Corpse: 
Gallagher was only convicted of posing for a picture with a dead captive 
but was subsequently pardoned by President Trump.255 Despite the 
presidential pardon, this case was counted as a conviction.  
Ethical Considerations: The table in Appendix C is based on allegations and a 
compilation of information available in the mass media. Because of this, I did not have 
deep insight into the complexities or nuances of any of these incidents. Understanding that 
my knowledge of the circumstances surrounding each alleged incident and the resulting 
conviction or disciplinary action was based on media reporting, I could not verify with 
100% accuracy the truth or falseness of every allegation. Additionally, the incidents in 
Appendix C fall on a spectrum whereby some cases involved only minor offenses; some 
allegations appeared unfounded; and in many cases, the SEALs involved faced no criminal 
conviction. As such, I elected to exclude the names of the SEALs involved in the majority 
 
253 Cole, “The Crimes of SEAL Team 6.” 
254 Peter Rathmell, “Top Military Court Orders New Investigation into SEAL’s Sexual Assault Case,” 
Navy Times, November 15, 2018, https://www.navytimes.com/news/your-navy/2017/06/20/top-military-
court-orders-new-investigation-into-seals-sexual-assault-case/. 
255 Philipps, “From the Brig to Mar-a-Lago, Former Navy SEAL Capitalizes on Newfound Fame.” 
126 
of the incidents because I felt doing so would be a violation of that individual’s privacy 
and would constitute the casting of a stone I had no business to be throwing. However, the 
names of prominent SEAL self-promoters (i.e., Robert O’Neill, Matt Bissonnette, Eddie 
Gallagher, and Eric Greitens) were included because their public actions have 
demonstrated their consent to media and public scrutiny. If this exclusion should trouble 
the reader, the SEAL’s names can be found using the same search methodology I have 
outlined here.  
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COLLECTION METHODOLOGY  
Article Inclusion Criteria: Any article that recounted SEAL misconduct within 
the parameters described in Appendix D was included in this data set. It should be noted 
that the 230 articles tabulated are only representative of articles that fell within the 
constraints of the search criteria (i.e., the first five pages of each years Google search). In 
reality there are dozens, if not hundreds, more articles.  
Categorization: The articles in Appendix D were categorized and grouped 
according to the date of publication, not based on the type of incident. For example, in 
2017, two SEALs faced criminal charges in response to the hazing death of an Army Green 
Beret.256 So, the articles written in 2017 referencing this incident were tabulated in 2017. 
Many articles have been written about the same event in the years that followed, and so 
articles published in 2018 were tabulated in 2018, published in 2019 tabulated in 2019, and 




256 Schogol, “Booze. Coke. Hazing. Forced Redeployment. What’s Wrong with the Navy SEALs?” 
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APPENDIX E. MEDIA ARTICLES CATEGORIZED BY TYPE OF 
INCIDENT 
 




*Indicates 1 of 9 incidents the media focused on.  





COLLECTION METHODOLOGY  
Article Inclusion Criteria: See Appendix D for a full description.  
Categorization of Articles: The articles in Appendix E were categorized and 
grouped according to the type of incident, not according to the publication date. For 
example, the incident involving Eddie Gallagher occurred in 2018 and so the first article 
regarding this event was published in 2018. As such, every article (36) that followed the 
initial articles publication was grouped and tabulated according to that incident.  
Note: Importantly, while Matthew Coles Crimes of SEAL Team 6 article alleges 
multiple incidents of misconduct, and multiple unnamed SEALs, it only constitutes one 
article in both Appendix D and E.  
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